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Called to the Devil and the Devil Did Come 


by siebilant 


Summary 


“Be a good girl and come to me when I call for you, and I’ll get you a nice apartment, away 
from that miserable little hovel you live in. You can quit school, if you want. We can discuss 
an allowance.” 


Of course Aleksander Morozova didn’t want a girlfriend. He wanted to own Alina Starkov 
lock, stock and barrel. She couldn’t think of a single fucking thing she wanted less, than to be 
his little pampered pet, at his beck and call anytime he wanted her. 


“I’m not for sale,” she snapped, pulling away from him. “And I happen to /ike my miserable 
little hovel.” 
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“Hey, Starkov, are you going to that thing Eva invited us to tonight? On the Upper East 
Side?” 


At the sound of her across the hall neighbor, Genya’s, voice, Alina turned her gaze up, out of 
the wash of blue light from her laptop screen, which had burned in her eyes for as many as 
six hours, moving type crawling across the white of the page like rows of marching black 
ants. Genya’s expression was mild. She waited. 


Alina had felt the vibrations of Genya letting herself into her apartment, vaguely, like a senile 
spider tensed on its web; had seen, peripherally, her rummaging through the kitchen 
cupboards; heard her rodent-like gnawing on whatever she’d found therein. But only now, her 
attention commanded, had she looked up, away from a paper due at midnight. 


“T can’t — I’m going to that tapas place in Midtown where we drank all that mezcal that one 
time and threw up in the Uber,” Alina shook her head, apologetic, checking the time. She had 
only an hour before she needed to leave, and she still hadn’t eaten anything, or brushed her 
teeth. Showering was, at this juncture, totally out of the question. 


“With who?” 


“Mal.” Chancing another look, Alina saw Genya’s expression contort into a distasteful 
grimace, inspired as much by the painfully stale goldfish crackers she’d taken down from the 
cupboard to snack on as to her feelings toward Mal, which were not all complementary. 


“Jesus, really? You two are still at it, huh?” Genya scoffed. “It doesn’t bother you that he’s 
just in it for an easy tumble?” 


“Why should it? It’s not like I wanna fuckin’ marry him,” Alina shrugged. ““We’re just... 
friends with benefits,” though, in truth, sleeping together had...complicated their friendship, 
somewhat, blurred boundaries, warping them out of shape, so that Alina sometimes 
wondered whether friendship was what they would be left with, when it all came to an end. 


“Fair enough, I guess. But hey, you should meet up with us when you get sick of him,” 

Genya offered, a way of concession, bellied up to Alina’s vanity, trying on her lipstick, one of 
two she owned. Alina studied her friend in the mirror as she studied herself, pouting. She had 
strong bone structure and a lush mouth, like over-ripened fruit, even more so now that her 
lips glistened garish red-orange. Dragon Girl, the color was called. “I’m gonna try to score 
some coke off Zoya.” 


“T don’t think she’s doing it anymore,” Alina told Genya, closing her laptop and unfolding 
her criss-crossed legs slowly, feeling the tension and ache all the way through her body as she 
stood prone, muscles stiff from being in the same position for so long, “She says it made her 
too thin.” 


“Like there’s any such thing,” Genya snorted, winding her fiery auburn hair into a massive 
bun at the crown of her head, raking up errant strands with her fingers. 


Alina shrugged, stepping into the pair of jeans she’d shucked off on her way into bed, when 
she’d pulled her laptop into it after last getting out of a lecture. They were a little stiff, 
questionable, but she buttoned them mid-belly nonetheless. 


“Well, it’s still the Upper East Side. I could probably get it off the fucking bar tender,” Genya 
rolled her eyes, which stood out, a striking amber, against the inky black of her lashes, the 
smudged gray of kohl eyeliner. 


“Alright, well, maybe I’Il see you there,” Alina conceded, gathering her own hair, choppy 
and dark, scissored into a long bob one wine drunk Friday night, into a bun, too, for good 
measure. 


“Tl have a Heineken, and please add whatever she’s having to my tab.” 


“Make it a double, then,” Alina told the bartender, amending her order for a single kamikaze 
shot. If the man who’d just sidled up next to her at the bar was offering to pay, it seemed 
reckless not to take full advantage. Especially since, evaluating him from the corner of her 
eye, he appeared fairly well-dressed, like the few extra bucks would have arguably little 
impact on his wallet. 


He laughed, indulgent, nodding as the bartender looked to him, eyebrow raised, for 
confirmation. 


“You’re tall,” Alina commented, finding that she had to look up at him, neck craned, to study 
his face. Very symmetrical, almost peculiarly so, and very conventionally attractive, almost 
threateningly so. Dark hair, well-trimmed beard, expensive suit, gleaming watch. His eyes 
gave her pause as she met them. They were dark, too — very — and mischievous, especially 
the way he was eyeing her now, smirking down at her. There was something childlike in that 
look, a little boy poking at a garden snake with a stick. 


“You always start a conversation like that?” he asked her, teasing, still grinning, teeth 
impeccably white. Veneers, for sure. 


“We starting a conversation?” she fired back, downing her drink in a single, though gulping, 
shot. 


“Why not?” he shrugged, as if to say ‘I’ve got time, haven’t you?’ 


Alina couldn’t help but smirk back at him as he motioned for the bartender to pour her a 
second drink. She immediately liked him, so immediately didn’t. She knew herself well 
enough, by now, to know that she had terrible taste. He looked, in fact, quite like someone 
she very well may have already taken to bed, on one of many similar nights out with Genya. 


“Aleksander,” he introduced himself, offering his hand to shake. He had very long fingers, 
Alina noted. It was as if he’d been stretched out, taffy pulled. He carried himself in a way that 
was upright, but easy. Confident. 


“Becca,” Alina replied, shaking his hand. It wasn’t a new game for her, giving out a name 
other than her own. Sometimes she had the strangest compulsion to lie, if only to see what it 
tasted like. 


“Liar,” he grinned. 


She couldn’t help but laugh, a surprised burst of sound. This was the first time she’d ever 
been called on it. And she considered herself a fair liar. “Shit, you’re good,” she commended. 
“My turn to read your beads.” He just smirked at her, waiting. “You’re meeting another 
woman here,” she said, “And I bet she wouldn’t like to walk in on you flirting with me.” 


One dark eyebrow quirked slightly, his only tell, but he kept grinning, nonetheless, not 
seeing, of course, said woman approaching from the front of the bar. Alina wasn’t so much a 
mind reader, but he didn’t need to know that. 


“Thanks for the drink, Aleksander,” she said, brushing past him, past the woman he was 
meeting, to reach Mal, who’d come in the door at just the right time, who leaned down to kiss 
her cheek as she approached, then placed his palm at the small of her back to lead her toward 
the stairs, up to the rooftop bar. 


Aleksander handed the girl he was meeting a beer. He didn’t look back, didn’t watch Alina 
go. It was probably for the best. 


The kamikazes set in in about the fifteenth minute of listening to Mal’s friends from work 
talk finance — like a bomb dropped into the very center of Alina’s being, radiating pure 
drunkenness which made her flushed and giggly and nicer than she ever would’ve been to 
such douchebags otherwise. 


Since Alina was not Mal’s girlfriend, just a chick he was “hanging out” with, she got invited, 
sometimes, to these kinds of hyper-masculine huddles. Her sexual liberation either 
intimidated men, confused them, or made them feel entitled to act like absolute pigs around 
her. Tonight was a mixed bag. 


Alina excused herself from the table to go to the restroom even though she didn’t have to pee 
that badly, just to escape a seemingly never-ending conversation about the brilliance of Elon 
Musk. She quickly ascertained that there were no restrooms on the rooftop, and tromped her 
way down the stairs to seek them out. 


The line outside the one ladies’ room, which was singular, closet-like, without the benefit of a 
long row of stalls, was obscenely long, a line of chatty, dazzling women leaning up against 
the wall outside it. She decided she could wait, meandering over to the bar instead, ordering 
herself a gin and tonic, pointedly requesting rail liquor. 


“Big spender,” joked a familiar, somewhat smarmy voice. The tonality of his voice was so 
rich, so warm, Alina could almost forgive the smarminess. It was the kind of voice you 


wished you could crawl inside of and live forever. 


“You again, huh?” her lips curled upwards in amusement as she turned to face Aleksander. 
“What, is your date already sick of you?” 


“Oh, I’m sure she is. But she was called away by work,” he explained. There should have 
been, perhaps, some amount of regret, signaling that he’d been sad to see her go. But there 
was none. This struck Alina as exactly characteristic of the kind of guy she’d pinned him as — 
happy enough to forsake anything for whatever he wanted most at the moment. 


Intrigued, she turned even more decidedly toward him. There was a knowing in his eyes at 
that move, a certainty. Men always get that kind of look in their eye when they think they 
have you hooked. 


“And what about you? What would that boyfriend of yours say if he came down here and 
saw you talking to me?” he asked, tilting his head a little, the inquiry almost chastening. It 
sent a thrill through her, that tone. She could see that he thought they were one in the same, 
and maybe, about that, he was not far off. 


“T can’t imagine,” she shrugged. “Mostly because I can’t imagine he would ever come 
looking for me.” 


“The man’s a fool to let a girl like you out of his sight,” he tutted, shaking his head. 


She rolled her eyes. It was so uninventive, this notion that as a woman who “belonged” to a 
man, there existed a constant, prehistoric age threat that she might be taken from him, one it 
was his duty to guard against. Troglodytic, really. 


He smirked like he knew what she was thinking, like he didn’t care, because he felt he was 
right, and wouldn’t allow his rightness to be dimmed by her indignation. 


Kind of repulsive, and yet she didn’t move away as he leaned in closer, pretending like it was 
an accident of fate, like the crush of the crowd, surrounding the bar, had driven him further 
into her orbit, on a collision course. 


“What do you do for a living?” She asked him, eyeing the suit, which really was too well- 
fitting not to be custom made for him. It was like art, like architecture, the way the fabric 
curved over his shoulders, tapered in at his waist. 


“I’m in security contracting,” he said. 


“What, like club bouncing, or like for a PMC?” She clarified. The latter was a topic she’d 
read about briefly, for an International Law course, but not one she knew a tremendous 
amount about. To her understanding, security contractors from Private Military Companies 
were like un-enlisted militia that were cheaper to take overseas but not technically permitted 
to engage in “war,” whatever that meant, per the Geneva Convention. 


“We tend not to use that acronym, for PR purposes,” he explained with a wry smile. “I’m on 
the corporate side,” he clarified, probably watching the cogs turn in her mind, watching 


connections be drawn, wanting to interrupt them before she drew the wrong ones. 


“You own the company,” she guessed. It was the expensive haircut, the suit, the watch — it all 
screamed money. And there was more money in war than in anything. 


He nodded. There was a glimmer of pleasure in his eyes that said he found her bright, that he 
liked that, and even more, that he was surprised at himself for liking it. 


“Fraught,” was the most she could figure to say without being offensive. PMCs definitely 
didn’t have the best reputation, as far as she was aware. 


“Tt’s not all Blackwater,” he said. Another word she recognized — a PMC gone wrong, 
soldiers who’d slaughtered a number of civilians in Baghdad. They’d rebranded since, Alina 
was fairly certain. “The thing is, the guys who end up contracting, they probably joined up 
when they were eighteen, or around. The military trained them, gave them a very specific set 
of skills. They come home, they’re turned loose, and then what? What are they supposed to 
do with that skillset? They either reenlist, join the reserves, or they come to us,” he shrugged. 


“What about you?” she asked. 
“What about me?” he echoed. 


“Have you ever been to war, or do you just pay other people to go?” she challenged, arching 
a brow. She wondered what he’d say if she told him she was a pacifist. PMCs, it seemed to 
her, were just putting another, less accountable face on the same brand of evil. 


“T was special ops for seven years,” he said. Curiously, he didn’t seem to be trying to defend 
himself against all the things he had to have sensed she was thinking. Maybe that shouldn’t 
have surprised her. He didn’t seem the type to ever think he would need anyone else’s 
permission for anything. 


“That sucks,” she said, almost apologetic. She felt it. It was a shame, she really thought, for 
young men like him to be preyed upon by that kind of machine, one that would seize upon 
their worst impulses and draw them out, warp them into a shape to be feared. 


She had sensed danger from first meeting him, and now she knew why. It was more 
interesting than disappointing, really, like he’d been put before her for her study. After all, 
she really did have to go back up to Mal at some point. 


“T should probably head back upstairs,” she told him as much, necking the remainder of her 
drink. 


“It’s been a pleasure,” he said, tilting his drink toward her in salute. 


She stopped by the restroom on the way, since the line outside had finally dwindled down to 
nothing. 


Coming out of it, wiping her still-damp hands on the butt of her jeans, since there had been 
no paper towels, she was suddenly faced with a bewildering obstacle. Aleksander stood in the 


hallway, leaning against the wall, and as the door opened, he stepped forward, pushing her 
back into the bathroom, locking the door at his back. 


Alina felt like she was hallucinating, like she must have unknowingly dropped acid, but she 
could feel the warmth of him in that tiny room, almost aural, but definitely real. 


“What —” was the most she managed to get out of her mouth before he was kissing her, hard, 
almost bending his entire body in around her to reach her mouth, his lips a pushy and 
insistent force against hers. 


She kissed him back, an uncoordinated, sliding return of pressure, her body melting into his, 
as though it could melt right through, as his arms, lanky and almost concerningly strong, 
coiled around her, crushing her in close. 


She felt like her chest was collapsing, caving right in, she was so caught off guard and out of 
breath. And he didn’t give her a single moment to catch up, just stooped even further to kiss 
her neck as she let her head drop back, out of breath, pulling for air, his hands smoothing all 
along her back and into the dip in her waist, further still to grip her ass, hard, yanking her 
hips in tight against his. 


He was hard and he was fucking huge and it was mind-bending, completely outrageous, and 
she wanted him, nebulous and confused and liquor-soaked as that compulsion might have 
been. She didn’t even fucking know him. But something about how fucking rabid it all was, 
like they were two feral animals, clawing at one another in the buzzing dim of that bathroom, 
was so repulsive and hot that she couldn’t fucking stand it. 


He yanked down the neck of her top to bare one of her breasts so that he could get it into his 
mouth and she gasped aloud — the feeling of his hot tongue against her nipple, the sharpness 
of his teeth, sinking unrepentantly into her skin, was so much more than she was ready for 

from a literal fucking stranger. But her back was arching, anyway, toward him and not away. 


He kissed her again, in a way that was distractingly intimate, deep, and she only registered 
his fingers working at the button of her jeans once it had already been freed from the loop, 
the zipper being eased down. 


“Wait,” Alina gasped, reaching for his wrist. He had to be fucking joking. 


He ignored her, or maybe she never even spoke — time was warping, in an insane spiral, so 
that as she was convincing herself that she must never have spoken, he had already worked 
her pants down around her knees. He slotted his hand in between her legs, gripping her pussy, 
almost too hard, through her underwear, clutching the whole of her in the palm of his hand, 
molten hot. 


Her mouth dropped open in shock and he stuck his tongue back in it. 


“Wait,” she said again, and this time she could have sworn she actually did, but again, his 
nonreaction had her doubting herself — certainly if he’d registered the direction at all there 
would have been at least a momentary pause. 


But he only took hold of her at the waist to turn her around, pushing her up against the 
counter, his hips coming in tight against her ass as he leaned in, brushing her hair aside to 
kiss her neck. He reached up under her arms, palms sliding along naked skin at her waist, up 
under her shirt to cup her breasts in his hands, squeezing, plucking and pinching at her 
nipples sharply. He reached up to her shoulder, then, as if to bend her over the sink properly, 
to have her thrust back her hips. 


“Wait,” she said, and this time she heard her own voice distinctly, the only intelligible sound, 
standing out from all the animalistic groaning and panting. 


She moved to straighten, to push back against him, and he seized a fistful of her hair at the 
scalp, tight — it was a sharp sting, the pain of it, the indelicacy, and it made her cunt clench, 
hard, on nothing, made her gasp, a soft, wounded sound. A shock of fear hit her then, a 
frission along her spine — this was going to happen either way, and it was entirely up to Alina 
how she felt about that. 


She leaned into that fear, into the sensation, pulling against the fist in her hair, testing his 
grip. 


“Stay still, malyshka.” It was the first thing he had said to her since bulling his way into the 
room, and it was so fucking low and ragged with desire that she shivered. Her cunt clenched 
hard, a spasmodic pulse, and she could feel a soft gush of her own juices pulsing out of her, 
smearing into the gusset of her underwear. 


His hips were square against her ass, his cock so hard, pressed up against her — he was 
grinding it there, unashamed, like some kind of beast, some shade of a person. It was so 
fucking twisted, almost insolent, and she was losing it, leaning into it, letting it all happen. 


He tore her panties down to her knees then, his other hand still fisted in her hair, still keeping 
her held down against the lip of the sink. Without warning, he was sliding a finger into her, 
touching her deep, feeling the hot slick velvet of her cunt, gripping all around that digit, 
practically soaking him to his palm. 


“Somehow I knew you’d be this fucking wet for me. You had that cock-hungry look in your 
eyes,” he said with an almost callous laugh, almost like he was embarrassed for her. 


Alina was certainly embarrassed for herself. Though this wasn’t totally outside the realm of 
things she could ever have seen herself doing, in the abstract or in the grand scheme of her 
personhood, in the specific, she truly never could’ve pictured it as something she would 
allow. 


But allow it she did. 


“Are you gonna fuck me, or are you just gonna run your mouth all night?” she snarled, her lip 
curled unpleasantly, though she doubted she looked, or sounded, as fearsome as she intended. 


He chuckled. “Yeah, sweetheart, I’m gonna fuck you,” he assured her, “Don’t you worry.” 


He pulled his hand back to sheath two fingers at once, plunging, curling them, rubbing them 
against the upper wall of her cunt. She was shaking, she wanted it so badly. But it was 
another kind of undignified, she thought, to come like this, with such immediacy, to fall apart 
over arguably inartful fingering. 


He saved her the trouble, the mortification, by withdrawing his fingers, then, and she could 
hear the distinctive sound of him drawing his zipper down, taking out his cock and slicking it 
with the wetness he’d drawn out of her, coaxed to slide its way along the inside of her thigh. 


The head of his cock stroked against her slit, back and forth, just broaching her entrance, 
teasing at it, pressing it open, testing its resistance. It slid further down, circled the swollen 
protrusion of her clit, and her legs wavered, fawn-like, like she’d swoon for him. She 
might’ve, had the unforgiving edge of the countertop not kept her propped up. 


With the next stroke, he was already pushing inside of her, somehow sudden and all at once, 
though it seemed, too, that it had been impending for a while, that it had been the obvious 
end, kind of right, somehow. The head of him alone stretched her to the point of hot, stinging 
pain, and her eyes, wide, too much white showing, like an animal struck with an arrow, met 
his in the mirror before them as her jaw dropped open. He just smiled, wolfish. 


He was uninterested in allowing her any time to adjust, surging forward with a harder push 
that made her react even more viscerally, gasping out, “Fuck, slow down,” reaching back, 
blindly, to press against his abdomen, trying to hold him back from driving his hips any 
harder into her. 


He seized her wrist, pinning it up behind her back, at such an angle that to pull against it with 
any amount of force inspired a searing sensation in the joint, like it could tear. 


“Tt hurts!” she complained, trying again to straighten, pushed back down again, as he leaned 
in over her, bearing down on her arm, bearing down into her. She would not say that it was 
too big, would not dare give him the satisfaction. 


“Shut up,” he said, evenly, offering the instruction like he fully anticipated it would be 
followed. “You were made for this, malyshka. Made to take a cock like this.” There was 
something about the way he said that, something so sick and unbelievably hot, that made her 
clench down around him hard, reflexive, a gripping pulse. He laughed. 


He drove into her harder, deeper, until he was as deep inside of her as he was going to get, 
giving a final hard thrust that saw him bottoming out with a sharp, brutal smack, a sensation 
that made her stomach turn in its wrongness, like gravity gone wonky as she shifted her legs 
together to stand up taller on the tips of her toes, causing him to slide free of her by a few 
inches. 


He kicked her legs back apart, almost making her lose her footing altogether as her pussy, 
squelching, slid back down over those few inches of his cock, and then some, like if he 
wanted it badly enough, he could make room inside of her body where there was none. 


“Fuck, you feel so good,” he hissed through his teeth, releasing her arm, since she’d stopped 
struggling, to grip both of her ass cheeks, hard, to see himself, where he disappeared inside of 


her. “You’re fucking wasted on anyone who doesn’t hold you down and fuck you just like 
this, malyshka. This is exactly what this pretty little pussy of yours needs.” 


Hold her down and fuck her is exactly what he did, picking up a brutal tempo as soon as her 
body adjusted around him, gave enough to let him work himself into a rhythm, a gliding push 
and pull, forcing her forward with every plunging thrust, almost so that her nose bumped up 
against the mirror, every strained burst of her breath fogging it up so that she couldn’t even 
see her own face. She wasn’t sure she wanted to, exactly, wasn’t sure she wanted to see him 
behind her, over her, conquering her, reducing her to something limp, receptive, a vessel. 


The orgasm started to build up, kept climbing to an almost obscene pinnacle, winding tighter 
and tighter, so that she almost feared the moment when that dam would finally break. And 
when it did, it slammed into her like a freight train, seizing her up and shaking her in almost 
painful convulsions, as he ground it into her, drawing it out until she had trouble catching her 
breath, panicky, sharp gasps for air. He just kept fucking her, growling like a beast as he 
slammed that huge cock into her, harder and harder. 


She came again and he reached down to clench his fingers between her legs, grinding the 
insides of his knuckles against her clit, triggering a third. She was gushing then, sobbing, not 
even caring if someone outside the bathroom heard, not caring if the entire fucking bar heard, 
because certainly this orgasm would kill her, would sap from her all of her strength and leave 
behind little more than a husk of a person. 


By the time he finally came, she was in a complete collapse across the counter, boneless, 
weak, and he held onto her hips with bruising force, grunting savagely as he shot off a load 
inside of her, no question in his mind, apparently, of pulling out, filling her so full that it was 
running out of her, down both of her thighs, before he even pulled back. 


He was still inside of her, her cunt still spasming around him, when he reached down to seize 
a handful of her hair again, wrenching her head back to put his lips right up against her ear, to 
say, husky, low, “Did you like that, malyshka?” 


She looked up into her own eyes in the mirror — they were scarily vacant, glassy, her cheeks 
flushed violently red, lip gloss smeared down her chin, drool on her cheek. Did she like it? 
Her mouth was open, breaths still issuing forth in little pants, but she couldn t find the words 
to speak. Had she been capable, 'like' would not particularly have been the word she would 
have chosen. 


He wrenched at her hair harder, twisting, and she gasped. “Huh, baby? Tell me,” he insisted. 
“Tell me how much you liked it.” 


“So much,” she finally breathed out, which made him chuckle. She couldn t even tell if she 
was being sarcastic or not. She yelped as he withdrew from her finally, sharply. 


“Me too,” he said, stepping away from her to clean himself up a bit before he tucked himself 
away, fastened up his pants, slicking back his hair, which was in understandable disarray. 


She leaned against the counter on her elbows, still trying to steady herself, to right the 
rhythm of her breathing, as he pulled, of all things, a business card from his jacket pocket, 


leaning in to tuck it into the front of her shirt, the pointed edge of the cardstock scraping her 
breast. 


“Call me if you ever want to do it again,” he said, leaning down to kiss her on the cheek, 
laughably chaste, then ducking out the restroom door before she could even think of 
responding. 


If she ever wanted to do it again? Had she even wanted to do it the first time? And if she had, 
what did that say about her? She considered it as she lunged over to lock the bathroom door 
before someone could come in, as she peed, trying to push as much of his seed out of her as 
she could before she pulled her pants back up, wincing at the hot, stinging ache that was 
already radiating through her. 


She thought about it all the way back to her apartment, which she returned to promptly after 
sending Mal a text that she had thrown up in the bathroom and was getting an Uber home. 


In the end, it was much easier, much neater, to file the entire encounter away as one of 
numerous questionable things she’d done under the influence of rail liquor — gratifying in all 
of its wrongness, in the heat of the moment, but not particularly worth examining in any great 
detail later on, in the light of day. 


II 


“You look like hell,” Zoya commented, eyeing Alina critically, sidelong, catching up to her as 
she spilled down the front steps of the law school building, sucking for fresh air. 


“Thank you,” Alina replied, disingenuous, “Was it just me, or was that room boiling fucking 
hot? I felt like I was going to faint.” It was as if all the massive brains in the room had been 
giving off actual steam, turning the lecture hall into a veritable pressure cooker, poised to 
blow its top. That was the problem with historical — read: ancient — buildings: the climate 
control was non-existent. 


“Just you and your massive fucking hangover,” Zoya disagreed, rolling her eyes. 


Alina sighed heavily. “Remind me never to take a nine AM again,” she insisted as they made 
their way across the quad to the law library, which loomed large in Roman architecture, 
stately white columns and concrete. 


“How about I remind you not to get wasted on a weeknight?” Zoya offered, a little haughty 
and disapproving, her practical constant state of being. 


“T did not get wasted,” Alina defended as they scanned their way through the turnstiles and 
claimed a table in the center of the stacks together, commandeering the space with an array of 
casebooks, Macbook chargers, and half-empty, watered-down iced coffees beading with 
condensation. 


“What, you’re telling me you and Mal went out and had one too many glasses of wine?” 
Zoya asked, pointed with disbelief, pulling her laptop out of her bag, arching a skeptical, well 
manicured dark brow. 


Alina wondered if it would absolutely blow Zoya’s mind, what she’d really done the prior 
evening. Likely. “More like I had one too many margaritas and Mal had a reasonable number 
of craft beers and went to bed early,” she said, conjuring for her friend a much tamer evening. 


“You two are so cute,” Zoya said, a certain sharpness, an edge, to her tone, lurking beneath its 
oversugared, false saccharine note. 


They were something alright. 


In the lamplight dim of her apartment later that evening, Alina sat cross-legged on her bed, 
briefing cases for class the next afternoon, a yellow highlighter uncapped and clenched 
between her teeth as she tried to make sense of what she was reading, which might as well 
have been in Cyrillic. 


She was more distracted than usual, and it wasn’t really any wonder why. How could anyone 
reasonably be expected to keep Aleksander Morozova from their mind? 


She’d left his business card in the pocket of the jeans he’d fucked her in, kicked off into the 
corner of her bathroom with countless other articles in various shades of soiled, when she’d 
come home and gone directly to the shower, to scald the scent of him from her skin. 


It was a feat of tremendous self-restraint for Alina, really, that she didn’t use his full name, 
business name, and phone number, which she knew well were stamped into that cardstock, to 
hunt down everything there was to find about him online. 


It was an internet age, and he’d given Alina everything she needed to paint an intimate, 
though detached, portrait of him, to pull him apart and examine him under ghostly computer 
light. And it wasn’t that she wasn’t interested in doing so — just that she knew, somehow, 
she’d be better off not knowing. 


When she’d done as much case briefing as she could bear to, she cut herself off, abruptly, 
sweeping her casebook aside and forcing herself to her feet, slapping her laptop closed. She 
paced into the kitchen and poured herself a shot of bottom-shelf whiskey that burned like 
something unholy, then another. 


And when her head refused to quiet, she headed into the bathroom and she went digging 
through the pockets of her discarded jeans. 


A nervy, buzzy anxiety hovered in Alina’s chest like a hideous plume as she stood outside the 
door. She felt suddenly, sweepingly disoriented, like she couldn’t for the life of her figure 
how she’d ended up there. It might’ve been the whiskey, the creeping heat of the alcohol 
simmering in her blood and in her belly, low. But she didn’t think it was. 


She was addicted to this exact breed of anticipation; she was beginning to realize. It felt like a 
hit, like she’d just taken down a line of something life-altering, was pulling back to wipe her 
nose, feeling it crawl across her cortex with a rush of euphoria, of relief. 


The door opened before long, and there he stood — he was approximately as she remembered 
him, and she’d found herself remembering him often. He was in the average shape of a man, 
more or less of an equal breadth up and down, but stretched out, almost excessively tall. Even 
in just socks, stood before her, wearing them with dark jeans and a plain black t-shirt which 
clung divertingly to the musculature of his chest and shoulders, he was intimidatingly tall, 
almost looming. 


Especially given his expression, the look in his eyes, which were unfathomably dark, pooling 
and wicked as his gaze scrolled along her body, an almost obscenely thorough once-over. 


His hair was slicked back, maybe with too much gel, if she had to offer any critique, giving 
him the look of a wealthy Mafioso. Maybe, though, that was what he was going for. 


“Welcome,” Aleksander greeted Alina, his voice smooth as a brush of silk across naked skin, 
a sound like expensive whiskey poured over a short glass of ice. “Come on in,” he beckoned, 
turning aslant to usher her in over the threshold, into his apartment, which was every bit the 


cavernous, modern monstrosity she’d expected of someone like him. Someone wealthy, 
someone cold. 


“T hope you’re hungry — I’m having a bit of a late dinner,” he said, leading the way down the 
hall and to the left, into the kitchen, which was warm and fragrant with whatever was 
bubbling away in a pot on the gas range. Some kind of tomato sauce, judging by the emptied 
cans of san marzanos leaving red rings on the giant marble slab of the kitchen island, the 
knife discarded aslant on a wooden cutting board, little slivers of onion still clinging to the 
blade. 


“Do you like arrabiata?” he asked, motioning for Alina to hoist herself up onto one of the tall 
black stools sidled up under the island, to take a load off while he finished cooking dinner. 
She couldn’t confidently profess to know what she’d come for, for what she’d sought him out 
again, but it certainly wasn’t dinner. 


Then again, at the mention, her stomach seized with a pang of hunger. She hadn’t eaten all 
day and had dumped two shots of whiskey down her gullet to roil in the emptiness, 
coalescing with the stomach acids. 


“Sure,” she shrugged, deciding just to go with it, to pretend to be at ease. He’d clearly 
intended to throw her off, and she refused to give him the satisfaction. “Can I help with 
anything?” she asked, feeling a little useless as she watched him dash various fresh herbs and 
dried spices into the pot. 


“That’s alright,” he shook his head. “Would you like a glass of wine?” 


“Please,” she nodded, an overwhelming measure of relief radiating to her kneecaps. By the 
time she’d made herself presentable and taken a cab all the way uptown to his apartment, her 
buzz had already started to ebb, and she needed it back if she was going to do any of this. 


“White, or red?” he asked. 
“Red, please,” she requested, pretending she had a preference. 


It was an expensive bottle that he opened, poured into two wide, goblet-like glasses. Alina 
had an eye for cost, though no tongue for wine — it all tasted approximately the same to her, 
the thousand different shades of tangy fermentation narrowing down to a fairly 
indistinguishable experience, regardless of price, region, or age. 


“Would you taste this and let me know if it needs anything?” Aleksander asked, pulling open 
a drawer and selecting a spoon, dipping it into the sauce and carrying it over to her, hand 
cupped beneath to catch any drips. 


He raised the spoon to her lips and their eyes met — there was an intimacy in that moment, a 
connection, in which a perfect, almost eerie understanding passed in multitudes between 
them. A blip in time that resonated like a decade. She blew delicately on the sauce before 
taking the spoon into her mouth — he watched her lips meet around it. 


“It could be spicier,” she said, her honest evaluation. 


“Good,” he said, nodding, selecting the crushed red pepper from the spice rack. “Actually, 
will you grab the salad from the fridge? The pasta’s about finished,” he decided, fishing a 
penne noodle from the boiling cauldron of water beside the sauce, biting into it, testing it 
against his teeth. 


She slid down off the stool, opened the fridge and pulled out the wooden bow] chilling 
within, a simple Caesar, as he drained the noodles over the sink, tossed them with the 
improved-upon sauce. 


They sat out on his patio together, held up far enough above the rush of city traffic as to 
scarcely hear it at all, no more than the hum of it in the background, an overhead heat lamp 
ensconcing them in warmth against the chill of the evening breeze. 


“You know, this is almost like our first date, though admittedly, it’s a little informal,” 
Aleksander said as they tucked into their plates, as he refilled their wine glasses. “But I think 
now would be as good a time as any for you to tell me your real name.” 


Alina had forgotten altogether that she’d failed to clarify after first telling him that her name 
was Becca. It was, admittedly, fairly ridiculous. But so was the suggestion that this was 
anything like a date. “It’s Alina,” she said. 


“Alina,” he repeated, her name on his lips like it was a sound he was inventing, like it was a 
lyric. “Well, Alina, it’s good to see you again. I’m glad you reached out. I’d really hoped you 
would.” 


There was something about him, something a little off; so that even when she was certain he 
was being sincere, he still seemed as if he was enjoying a private joke at her expense. It was 
something in the eyes — almost so dark that the pupil was swallowed up, along with the truth. 


“What did you get up to today, Alina?” he asked, watching her from across the table, wine 
glass in hand, as she speared up forkfuls of pasta, ravenous. 


She chewed and swallowed, considering what kind of day she wanted to invent for herself, 
given that the truth was not particularly interesting. “Work,” she told him, with a shrug. 


“What do you do for work?” 


“T’m a cartography intern with Apple — I work on the Apple Maps team,” she replied. Part of 
the thrill, the challenge, in lying about her job was to select a vocation that was quite obscure, 
but still believable; something her audience would be unlikely to fact check her on. It was a 
fine, practiced balance that Alina considered herself to have perfected. 


“Do you do that just to keep people at a distance?” Aleksander asked, tilting his head as he 
regarded her with an intensity that bordered on outright off-putting. Maybe to anyone else it 
would have been, but something about it thrilled Alina. It was like she was something he’d 
pinned down to dissect, like he was sifting through her viscera. 


“Do what?” 


“Lie,” he replied simply. 


Perhaps he wasn’t totally off base in asking, but Alina bristled, even still. “No, just to amuse 
myself,” she said. 


“TI saw your face when I referred to this as a date. You looked like you were about to start 
scanning for an exit,” he said, chuckling. “I’m not sure if you caught onto this the other night, 
but I think you’ll find me difficult to keep at a distance.” 


There was something a little unpleasant in his tone, something mean. A streak of the person 
that had held her down over that bathroom sink. “And why would I want you at a distance,” 
she said, cool, placid, “When you’re so perfectly charming up close?” 


He laughed, and whatever flash she’d seen, or thought she’d seen, of another version of him, 
was banished. “You know, I think I really like you,” he said, like he was deciding it then. And 
even more, like he felt he was paying her a compliment in admitting it. 


“Not sure I’d say the same,” she told him, mostly joking. “You give off a pretty strongly 
sociopathic energy.” 


He apparently judged it as a joke as well, considering how he laughed, short and dismissive. 
“So, how did your boyfriend react when you came back from the bathroom full of another 
man’s cum?” he asked. How he could say such a thing with total comfort, without a single 
micro-expression even hinting at the sick pleasure Alina knew he was taking from watching 
her react to it, she had no clue. Clearly her poker face couldn’t hold a candle to his. 


“He’s not my boyfriend, my keeper, or your competition,” she clarified. 
“Well, that’s no fun, is it?” he said. 


“Yeah, you seem like the type, to only want to play with a toy if you know you’re keeping it 
away from someone else that wants it,” she rolled her eyes, finishing off her second glass of 
wine. 


“And what does it say about you, do you think, that you would let a complete stranger fuck 
you in a filthy bar bathroom?” he inquired, arching a brow like he was asking in earnest, like 
his purpose hadn’t only been to mock. 


“Wasn’t really my idea, was it?” Alina pointed out, a little sharply. 


“This was,” he countered. Perhaps that was fair. Perhaps she had, in seeking him out, decided 
on a path of complicity. All she knew for certain, really, was that to try to stay away from 
Aleksander Morozova would be hopeless. 


“What about you?” she asked, deciding to change the subject before she got truly annoyed. 
“What'd you do today? Send a few troops off to terrorize an oppressed people?” 


One corner of his mouth tugged decidedly upward, a smirk of amusement. “I spent the day 
with a buddy of mine — ex-Navy; we served together in Afghanistan. We visited the grave of 
an old friend of ours on his birthday.” 


She wondered if their friend had died overseas, or after he’d come home; after parts of him 
never had. Wondered if it explained the man before her, in part, that the war had stolen from 
him something essential, some part of him that might have been more human. “Sounds like a 
bummer,” she said. 


“Oh, I’d say things have definitely started looking up,” he replied, reaching across to refill 
her wine glass. 


Alina had mostly finished eating by then, sat back, picking at her plate, polishing off her 
wine, as Aleksander had a second helping of salad. There was a purposefulness in it, the way 
he was taking his time with his meal, almost taunting, like he was trying to goad her into 
hurrying him along, into admitting what it was she really wanted from him. 


“Are you from New York?” he asked her, studying her from across the table again, like he 
could identify her place of origin just by staring at her hard enough. 


“Utah,” she replied. 


“Sure,” he said. She wondered if there was some tell, or if he’d simply decided to take 
everything she said from now on as a falsehood. It wouldn’t exactly have served him wrong. 
“And what brings you to the big city?” 


“Boredom.” 
“That I buy,” he nodded, “You seem pretty insatiable.” 
“Well, you’d know about not sating me, wouldn’t you?” she snorted. 


“Would I?” he asked, arching an eyebrow, wicked. Perhaps that was one thing she truly 
couldn’t bullshit him about. There was simply no pretending that he hadn’t absolutely 
wrecked her. 


She refused to admit such a thing to such a man. It truly wouldn’t do him any good, inflating 
his ego any further. He didn’t seem to need her confirmation, anyway. 


“T’m assuming you moved to the city fresh out of undergrad? Or was it high school?” he 
asked, evaluating her from across the table like he was trying to age her, like he was counting 
rings in a tree stump. 


“Yeah,” she replied, a half-answer. She was getting cagey, growing anxious again, and stood, 
scooping up her plate to take it into the kitchen, to keep her hands occupied, to signal that this 
part of the evening, the interrogation, was officially over. “Can I take your plate?” she asked 
him. 


“So what is it that you really do for work?” he asked, ignoring her, looking up at her to 
command her gaze again. How was it that he was seated and she still felt, somehow, like he 
was towering over her? 


“I’m a law student,” she answered, not seeing the point, anymore, in trying to conjure up 
anything more inventive. 


“Law?” he scoffed, “A waste of a sharp mind,” he mused, “But we can always use lawyers at 
Anvil. At least on the admin side, you’re distanced enough from war itself to keep your pretty 
little hands clean.” 


“Go fuck yourself,” Alina laughed, humorless, brittle. He was really pitching her a job offer? 


“It’s a great gig. I mean, look how far I’ve gotten in life, and I don’t even have a degree,” he 
said. 


“Yeah, that’s great advice,” she sneered at him, snatching up his plate, deciding that he was 
finished with it whether he said so or not. 


He grabbed her wrist, though not hard, just enough to still her hand. “Leave them. Let’s go 
inside and have a drink.” 


She dropped the plates with more force than was probably necessary, followed him back 
inside, into his living room, which was decorated with all white leather furniture which 
seethed visibly with disuse, like it had been arranged purely for show, to give off the 
impression that someone who relaxed occasionally lived there. The aggressive, pure white 
modernity of the décor was even more sterile, more severe in its emptiness, like the inside of 
a fridge. 


The expansive leather sectional was comfortable, at the very least, as she curled up on it, 
sinking deep into one of its cushions. She was fairly mystified by the turn the evening had 
taken — his making her dinner and offering her a job, his trying to get to know her. 


It wasn’t what she’d come here for and he knew that, which was why she thought he insisted. 
Not because he was really interested — just to play with her, to divert her expectations of him, 
to call her attention, sharply, to who she was, or at least to how he perceived her. Whatever 
game he was playing, she was the only one who didn’t know the rules. 


“How did your friend die?” she asked, reaching out to take the glass of whiskey he handed 
her as he sat diagonal from her, in a wide leather armchair, crossing his legs. Maybe he 
thought he had her in the palm of his hand. Maybe she’d remind him she was a sea urchin. 


He paused, took a sip of his drink before answering. “It was an accident. A shooting.” 
“Stateside?” she clarified. 
He nodded. 


“How does that happen?” she asked. She didn’t much care about crossing boundaries now. 
He’d already ignored all of hers. 


He sighed, seemed to mull it over. “He came back from his final tour...different. Still looking 
for a fight. One found him. Or maybe he found it.” 


Almost so vague as to be a non-answer. It still didn’t totally elaborate for her how one ended 
up in a shoot-out, which tended not to occur unless one was into some really sketchy shit. Or 


else, perhaps, security contracting, which was approximately in the same vein. “Did he work 
for you?” 


“No,” he chuckled, those pure white veneers gleaming, “That he would never have done.” 
“Sounds like we would’ ve gotten along,” she mused. 
“At least in that respect,” he allowed. 


“Were you really close?” she asked, studying his expression, his eyes, for any suggestion of 
pain, of grief. She wanted to see it; some tangible sign of humanity. 


“He was my best friend,” he said, with conviction. His eyes were flat as a snake’s, even so, 
void of anything to identify with. 


“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. She didn’t think she sounded sorry, but didn’t think it was 
likely that he’d care. 


He only smiled at her, placid, an expression that never touched his eyes. 


She finished off her glass of whiskey in what had really only been about two gulps. 
Aleksander was watching her, studying her the way a wolf studies a doe, those shining dark 
eyes opening up some kind of gravitational pull, like he could draw her across the room by 
sheer force of will. 


She stood, instead, to refill her glass, crossing to the bar set into the wall, pulling the crystal 
stopper from a decanter of god knows what. The screen of true drunkenness was just 
beginning to set in, and it was quite unusual, really, but as it broke over her crown like a yolk, 
spreading, she found that she was growing steadily more anxious, not less. 


It was all to do, she thought, with the fact that her expectation, in showing up there, was that 
he would have thrown himself at her, like at the bar, swept her up and into his bed and chased 
every single thought from her mind. But instead he was just sitting there, watching her, like 
he was waiting for her, expecting her to do something, and she couldn’t fucking bear the 
weight of his expectations, not for a moment longer. 

If she had to make the first move, then so be it. 


She left her glass on the counter, stalked over to him, where he sat in that armchair, and knelt 
down before him, pushing at his knee to get him to uncross his legs. He did, smirking, and 
she reached up for the button of his jeans, plucking it free, tugging his zipper down. 


She reached in under the waistband of his boxers and pulled out his cock, drawing it up in her 
fist, giving it a soft pump or two, just admiring it. This was the first time she was really 
seeing it, though she’d caught a glimpse or so in the mirror at the bar. It was quite pretty, 
really — as much as something like that could be pretty. But thick. She leaned in, on a whim, 
to tongue the vein that ran along its underside, a sweeping, wet lick, and his head tipped 
back, just slightly, his next inhale a little sharper. 


“You know, if I’?d known you were this boring, I would never have come here,” she 
commented, letting him skim through her palm, barely squeezing. 


He chuckled, a sound interrupted as she sealed her lips around the head of his cock, tasting 
the pearl of precum that beaded at the tip already, the salt of his skin, flicking her tongue 
along the frenulum. 


“If you want to use my body as a distraction from your sad little life, sweetheart, you’re 
going to have to do the work,” he said, unapologetic. 


“We'll see,” she retorted. 


She lowered her mouth down over him properly, sucking him in, her cheeks hollowed out. 
She didn’t take him in deep, though, bringing up one hand to pump the shaft, her mouth only 
working at the head, tongue sweeping along the underside of it. A shallow, rather 
conservative approach. Teasing him, maybe. An argument could be made that she was. 
Maybe she wanted him frustrated. 


It didn’t take long. She’d anticipated that, too. You could almost taste the short fuse on a man 
like him. All of that rage, simmering just beneath the surface, ready to make its mark in a 
myriad of thrilling and more thrilling ways. 


He reached down to fist a handful of her hair right at the scalp, giving it a yank, like like 
reins, like he believed himself to still somehow be in charge, despite shirking the initiative to 
start with, reaching down to grab his own cock, to slap the head of it against her tongue, 
apparently in some disagreement with the pace, the effort. 


“You can do better than that, can’t you, malyskha?” he taunted, fisting his hand tighter in her 
hair as she reared back some, testing his grip. 


“Make me,” she scoffed, reaching up to grab his wrist, as though she could pry his hand from 
her hair. 


He chuckled, and, sighing, pulled himself to his feet, so that he could loom over her like a 
literal monolith, pulling at her scalp, tilting her head back to force her to look up into his 
eyes. “Open your mouth,” he commanded. 


She glared up at him, insolent, and he slapped her, a relatively soft, open-handed volley that 
nonetheless reddened her cheek and made her eyes burn. Who he fucking thought he was, 
smacking her like that, she didn’t have a god damn clue. But she remained there, on her 
knees, just glaring up at him, waiting for what he’d do next. Maybe it said more about her 
than it did him, that he had her burning between her legs at such treatment. 


“You had your chance, malyshka,” he tutted, shaking his head. “Now I’m giving the orders. 
Open it, and stick out your tongue.” 


She opened her mouth, and he stuck two of his fingers in it, surprising her, stroking them 
over her tongue, pressing them back further, into her throat, until she had to gag, wetly, 
around them, all of that pasta and all of that liquor raring to make a reappearance. 


“Girl like you, you’d think someone would’ ve trained that gag reflex out of you,” he 
commented as tears sprang to her eyes, involuntary, “Lucky for you, I like a girl who chokes 
on it a little.” 


She clenched her hand in a fist, hard, until her nails dug into her palm. She had absolutely 
nothing to say about that. She was particularly not interested in pressing him for an 
explanation of what he meant by ‘girl like you.’ Any explanation he would’ve given probably 
would’ve just made her want to leave, and she already kind of did. 


He smirked down at her, looking pleased, amused, then wiped his fingers off on her cheek 
and pushed his cock back into her mouth, deep this time. Beyond her soft palate and into the 
back of her throat deep. “Come on, baby. Show me how sweet this smart little mouth can be.” 


She gagged around him, hard, a spastic choking that he pushed his cock through, beyond, 
already too deep by the time he was sliding impossibly deeper, obstructing her breathing. He 
fucked her throat like he had every right to, hips pressing into her face, her nose to his groin. 
The muscles in her throat were spasming, out of their depth, not sure whether to attempt to 
choke him up or swallow him down. At that point, it wasn’t even strong enough of a reflex to 
be called gagging — perhaps choking better explained it. 


She was fighting too hard to breathe, to take in shallow little breaths through her nose, the 
rare moments his cock wasn’t depressing the back of her throat, sealing off every airway, to 
make any attempt to suck, but he didn’t seem to mind. His expression, as she rolled her eyes 
upward to catch a glimpse of it, was feral, his lips pulled back, teeth bared, nostrils flaring. 
He looked a little... psychotic, really. 


She was so turned on it was world-ending, the pounding between her legs even stronger than 
the beat of her heart in her chest, or behind her eyes as the oxygen deprivation made her head 
swim. She was devastatingly wet, and had been, so that the gusset of her underwear was 
sticky and cool against her skin. 


His cock was so thick in her throat, making it near impossible for her to draw in a breath, 
making her body fight to expel him on every inward thrust. It was a radical exercise of trust, 
really, if one thought about it — did Alina trust him not to choke her, to pull back enough to let 
her breathe? The answer was an emphatic, resounding ‘no,’ but there seemed not to be an out, 
not anymore. If she had been smart, she probably would have realized that she needed one 
well before this point. 


Tears streamed out of her eyes, thick drool rolling down her chin, cooling there. She dug her 
fingers in at his thighs, hard, and he groaned, breathing hard as he forced his cock down her 
throat again and again and again, the thick, wet glugging sound of her choking on him 
absolutely obscene, almost worse than anything else. 


“Fuck,” he hissed, finally withdrawing from her mouth, just as she’d resolved to test out how 
much he liked the sensation of sharp teeth sinking in along his shaft. ““That was fucking 
fantastic. Maybe you’re not totally useless after all.” 


She hocked up all of the thick spit and precum that had gathered in her throat and spit it up 
onto his expensive, white rug, leaning in to wipe her mouth off on the leg of his jeans before 


saying, “Oh, I’m the useless one, Mr. Drain on Society, wounded fucking warrior?” 


He reached down to seize her chin in the palm of his hand, turning her little face up to his, 
fingers squeezing at her jaw, hard, too hard, to keep her mouth ajar so that he could spit into 
it. His mouth was both filthy and clean and his spit tasted just like this contradiction, pure 
and wretched on her tongue. 


She struggled to her feet to spit it right back into his face, and he seized her at the tops of her 
arms, yanking her in close to kiss her, forceful, aggressive, the combination of their spit 
smearing between their mouths, his tongue sliding across hers. They were absolutely base, 
frenzied, clawing at one another like feral animals. She leaned away from him as he leaned 
into her, only his palm, splayed at the small of her back, keeping her from pulling totally 
away. 


He was all over her, surrounding her, palms stroking up and down her back, squeezing the 
cheeks of her ass, hard, to draw her in closer, to rub his still very naked erection up against 
her clothed belly. It was too fucking much, she was overwhelmed and she was panicking, 
slightly, squirming her way out of his arms, pushing him decidedly away. She’d gone about 
as far as she could reasonably foresee herself going, what with the precedent they’d set for 
the night. Anything more, she wasn’t sure she’d survive. 


She sat down, heavily, in the armchair he’d vacated, earlier, to feed his cock down her throat, 
out of breath, watching him warily as he tucked his cock back into his jeans and fastened 
them, smoothing his hair back into place. 


“You completely eviscerate my self-control, you know that?” Aleksander demanded, looking 
a little annoyed by it, nostrils flaring. 


“T bet you say that to all the girls,” Alina scoffed, reaching for the glass of whiskey he’d 
abandoned on the side table, tossing it back. 


“No one else has this effect on me,” he disagreed. “I think it’s because I’ve never met such an 
unrepentant little whore.” 


“Flattery won’t get you anywhere with me, Aleksander,” she chastised him. She thought of 
setting down the empty glass gently, behaving with a little decorum, but decided that was all 
just about out the window and chucked the glass across the room, watching, with pleasure, as 
it shattered into a thousand glittering fractals across the polished hardwood flooring. 


“Call me Sasha,” he insisted, leaning in over her, planting his hands on either side of her, on 
the arms of the chair, grinning wickedly as he leaned in to kiss his way down her neck, 
licking across her collarbones, into the cleavage revealed by the clingy cap-sleeved top she 
was wearing with a matching set of flowy, flare-legged pants. “I want to hear you say it. I 
want to hear it from that dirty little mouth.” 


“Sasha,” she breathed, testing it out, liking the sibilance of it, like a hiss between her teeth. 


His hands fit in at her waist, squeezing, drawing upwards to cup her breasts, squeezing down 
hard, forcing them to nearly spill over the neckline. He kissed and nipped at the fleshy little 


handfuls, taking as much of them into his mouth as he could and biting down, hard. 


“This is a silly little outfit,” he said, yanking down one side of the top to reveal the whole of 
her breast, sucking the nipple in between his teeth. “Do you wear shit like this without a bra 
so that old men on the subway have something to jerk off to?” 


“As a matter of fact, I do get dressed every morning thinking about old fucking men jerking 
off to me,” she replied, derisive, pushing his mouth away from her nipple, which he was 
worrying to the point of discomfort. “Move,” she commanded, nudging at his knee with her 
foot, trying to get him to take a step back, “I want another drink.” 


“You don’t need another drink, you little lush,” he disagreed, seizing her ankle in hand to 
keep her from kicking him, pulling it up to his mouth to kiss the arch of her foot. She had half 
a mind to kick him in the face, break that perfect fucking nose of his. But that was probably 
the whiskey talking. 


And he was right, really. She didn ¢ need another. She was already slurring some of her 
words, her vision gone just the slightest bit fuzzy around the edges, her limbs a little heavy, 
uncoordinated. But she could still fee/, and much too much. And she didn’t think she could 
fucking bear it. So she wanted another drink. Just one, maybe just a few sips, was all it would 
take, until the veil of perfect, absolute nothingness would drop down over her eyes, before 
she could bear absolutely anything. 


“Come here,” he coaxed her, using his grip around her ankle to tug her down onto the soft, 
plush rug, on her back, standing to seize hold of the hem of her pants, to skim them off of her 
legs. 


He came to his knees, then, before her, between her knees, stroking his hands up her legs, 
smoothing all along the softness of her skin, from ankles to upper thighs. She was trembling, 
just slightly, burning in her skin, flushed all the way up to her cheeks, knowing that he could 
see the obscene patch of soaked fabric between her legs. 


He reached for the waistband of her underwear, which she should’ve anticipated, but she 
started, nonetheless, flipping over, going to her knees. His fingers were hooked into the 
elastic, so he simply drew them down in one sharp yank, leaving them mid-thigh before 
leaning in to wrap his arm around both of her legs, holding her in place. 


“Stay still, you little fool,” he insisted, palm coming up to the back of her head, to force her 
cheek to the carpet. He fit his big hand between her thighs, middle and ring finger stroking 
along her soaked slit, circling the hard little protrusion of her clit. His thumb came up to slick 
back the hood, pressing down, a jolt of sensation that made her gasp. It was intense — not 
even good, necessarily. Nervy, too close. 


He ducked his head to put his mouth to her, in between her legs, his tongue tracing her clit, 
the contour of that precious little organ, beneath the questionable protection of its hood. She 
whimpered softly, woundedly, and he shushed her, suckling and licking with soft wet noises, 
pulling her apart with his tongue, flicking across her clit until, behind the drawn shades of her 
lids, colors flashed. 


He licked and sucked at her with an insane ferocity, like she was his last meal on fucking 
earth, moaning low in his throat. If she turned her head asunder, just so, she could see that he 
was touching himself, grinding his erection into the palm of his hand. 


“Fuck’s sake,” she complained, fists balled up in the short pile of the rug, palms slapping 
down in protest as he pulled his mouth away. 


“T told you to fucking stay still,” he said, quarrelsome, giving her a hard slap on the inside of 
her thigh that burned like a brand. Admittedly, her hips had been winding, sinuous, grinding 
back against his face, but what else could she have done? “You little beast,” he complained, 
driving two fingers down into her cunt, sharp. 


“Fuck you,” she snapped, not sure whether to lean into or away from the sensation, 
borderline bruising as he drove those fingers down into her, a punishing turn. 


It didn’t take much of this, the rhythmic plunge of his fingers into her cunt, before she was 
coming so hard that her vision blacked out totally, her head spinning, pounding, like it could 
split at the seams, like she was going to pass out. 


“That’s what I thought,” he chuckled as she made a ruined, pathetic little gasping noise, 
shuddering around his fingers. “Dirty little girl,” he chastised, dragging another orgasm out 
of her this way, his fingers slamming into her sopping cunt. This time she did pass out for a 
second, head lolling, collapsing down onto her belly, coming to again with a resuscitating 
breath, with a ragged cry. 


“Let’s go to bed, baby,” he encouraged, seizing a handful of her hair to turn her head to the 
side so that he could kiss her flushed cheek, “This hot little cunt of yours is all I’ve been able 
to think about, lately. I think it might’ve been made especially for my cock.” 


Alina couldn’t have moved if she wanted to, and she wasn’t exactly certain that she did. He 
hoisted her up, hooking an arm under her belly to drag her to her feet, and carried her close to 
his chest, into his room. The comforter was silky soft against her naked, feverish skin as he 
laid her down on her belly, her hips at the edge of the mattress, feet dangling. He kicked at 
the inside of her ankle to get her to shift her legs further apart, then reached down to yank her 
shirt up and over her head, tossing it aside. 


She could hear the sound of him undressing, and could identify, somehow, that he was taking 
the time to fold each and every article of clothing, which was a borderline obsessive neatness, 
in her opinion. She almost propped herself up on her elbows, turned around to look at him, 
wanting, at least, to see him there, stood behind her with his cock in hand. Wanted to brace 
herself for what came next. But she didn’t dare, didn’t think she could do so and still stay in 
place, where he’d arranged her. And she didn’t so much have the energy for more of a 
struggle, now. 


“You're ready for it, aren’t you, baby?” he said, and she could feel the spongy slickness of his 
cockhead then, sweeping in along her slit, fitting bluntly up against her entrance. “You’ve 
been dying for it all night. Pll give you what you need, don’t worry.” 


She thought to say something, to conjure up some dismissive retort, but couldn’t fathom the 
words. He pushed into her, then, with a bracing, rough snap of his hips, stealing any words 
she ever could’ve bitten out. It was fast and slow at once, perfect and awful, his body surging 
into hers, filling her up. 


Drunk and disoriented, her fingers gripped weakly at handfuls of the comforter at the sting of 
the stretch, at the sharpness of the collision, his cockhead against her cervix. It was too 
fucking deep, and she was betting he knew that. Her feet kicked, attempting to touch the 
floor, to gain purchase there, but he gripped her hips in the hugeness of his hands, keeping 
her in place as he began to thrust down into her, throwing his hips against her ass, his 
exhalations bursting above her with every impact, in tandem with hers. 


Her moans were gurgling and low in her throat, ecstatic, strained, as he fucked her down into 
the mattress with all the force in his body. She came with a sob and it was like an explosion 
in the truest sense of the comparison, like a bomb going off, rippling outward from her pelvis 
like shockwaves all through her, to her fingertips. It was the kind of obscene release that 
made it an absolute wonder she hadn’t pissed herself. 


“Good girl,” he murmured in a patronizing acknowledgment, voice only vaguely strained, 
despite the exertion, feeling the clenching squeeze-release of her cunt around him. 


As her orgasm ebbed, drawing back, giving her the space to feel a whole host of new 
sensations that had been all but swallowed in the storm of building pleasure, she found that 
she liked even less than before the impact of his blunted cockhead ramming up against the 
soft mouth of her cervix with every bone-rattling thrust. He could have shifted, could have 
redirected the trajectory of his thrusts, so that he collided instead with that illusive little spot 
just up underneath her cervix, but he wouldn ¢, and this had her warlike, wrathful, 
summoning what energy she had left to drag herself up the mattress, into a more agreeable 
position, in some version of an army crawl. 


He slipped out of her, his next thrust abortive, just skimming between her legs as she dragged 
herself further up the bed, toward the pillows, eyes welling, sniffling back overwhelmed 
tears. 


“Tt’s too much,” she complained. 


“And yet you’re still coming like a little whore,” he retorted, scoffing, reaching up to seize 
her leg at the knee, to try to drag her back down the mattress. 


“Tt hurts!” she cried, frustrated to not be taken seriously, nails scrabbling at the comforter as 
he pulled her sharply back into place. 


“And you love it. Stay still,” he insisted, dismissive, gripping around her hips to drag her 
back until her ass was flush with his pelvis, held up, slightly off of the mattress, to make the 
angle even sharper as he pushed his cock back into her. Such a fucking bastard. “Don’t be 
selfish, baby.” 


Every sound she made, punctuating each plunging thrust, was edged with pain, until suddenly 
she was coming again, an orgasm that hit her out of nowhere, like a wave, dragging her 


under, ten times as intense as the one before, stealing her voice, blacking out her vision, an 
out of control, bursting sensation between her legs again, and this time she was almost certain 
she had peed, her orgasm gushing from her like it was blowing her apart. 


She was practically fucking blinded by it, her voice gone totally hoarse from all her 
caterwauling and carrying on, and he came inside of her, finally, just as she was reorienting 
herself, coming back to true consciousness. She could feel every warm pump of him filling 
her up, and as he softened, stumbling back, away from her, it flooded out of her, and the rush 
of revulsion swept in, the overwhelming desire to be alone. 


“God damn it, you look good like that,” he breathed heavily, appreciative, reaching in to pull 
apart her ass cheeks, to stare down between her legs, watching his own cum slide out of her. 
He skimmed his thumb over her clit, catching a bead of it, and she flinched. He chuckled. 
“Sensitive, huh?” he remarked, pressing his thumb between his own lips. 


“Why don’t you clean yourself up and come get into bed?” he said, after awhile of watching 
her lay there like a dying fish, pulling for air, gills convulsing. “Unless you’d rather stay in 
here tonight. Though you’ve pretty much destroyed the bed.” 


She propped herself up onto her elbows, with concerted effort, to look around, bewildered. It 
computed, fairly slowly, that this was probably a guest bedroom that he’d fucked her in, 
rather than dirtying his own sheets. It was perfectly logical and yet, nonetheless, somehow 
offensive. He was such a psychopath. 


It was just like in the bar, the sex fever ebbing slowly, receding like a riptide, reality setting 
back in. She wanted to be away from him again, and felt, again, like she couldn’t identify 
how she truly felt about a single thing that had happened. He had an insane effect on her, 
made her forget herself, forget everything she wanted and didn’t want and hated. Every light, 
in his presence, burned an overenthusiastic green. 


It became clear to Alina, in that moment, that nothing good would ever come of the two of 
them together. That in truth, he might just kill her. 


“T have class tomorrow morning. I need to go,” she declined, struggling to her feet. 


“Call yourself an Uber, then,” he said, handing her his phone. “You’re too much of a wreck to 
take the subway.” 


il 


The atmosphere that night was heavy; a concentrated mixture of grit, sweat, and sound. 
Labored, panting breaths, animalistic grunts, and staccato shouts all rising, cloudlike, into the 
air, joined by the raw, smacking echo of fists to flesh. The air hovered thick with sweat, 
stinking of testosterone and desperation, industrial air conditioning chugging along, doing its 
best to move some of the mug around, circulate it out. The ceiling hung low, oppressive, 
making the room feel even closer, even more subterranean. 


It was the basement below a bar, a pit full of half-dressed men with hands bound in tape, 
sucking in drowning breaths and expelling aggression, expelling pain, expelling the choking 
black in harsh pants and traded blows. A cage had been erected in the center of the floor, the 
scarcest, harshest fluorescent light hung above it, darkness and shadow surrounding, 
obscuring rows of metal folding chairs. 


The crowd, blanketed just as well by the dim, deviated significantly from what one might 
expect for an unsanctioned, underground cage fight — the chairs around Alina were occupied 
by men wearing well-tailored suits: silken, Armani-type shit. Pocket squares. Rolexes. They 
slouched back, ties loose, chewing on the ends of Cubans, which stank even worse than the 
low metallic bite of blood that hung in the air. Hedge fund dudes, there to unwind after long, 
arduous days of being insufferable finance bros uptown. They put down real money on these 
fights — thick bands drawn out of massive banks — did key-bumps out of tiny vials between 
rounds. 


There weren’t many women in the room, though there were a few, sitting rigid-spined in tight 
dresses, asses probably freezing in the metallic seats, painfully well-coiffed, trying to look 
game, sipping on the same IPAs as their boyfriends, tolerating the over-enthusiastic squeezes 
to their thighs as their boyfriend’s fighter won or lost. And there were the waitresses, winding 
their way through the aisles, balancing trays of bottles and ashtrays, getting their asses 
grabbed, ponytails tugged. 


Mal was up next. 


He was the reason Alina was there, but she definitely wasn’t the only one. Mal was well- 
loved within this set, which was something Alina had realized, with no small measure of 
surprise, the first ttme he’d convinced her to come watch a fight and he’d stepped out of the 
dressing room (a glorified broom closet) to uproarious applause. 


But it really wasn’t any wonder. When he got into the ring, he was an absolute, verifiable 
insane person. Since she’d started coming to his fights, she’d numerous times seen him fight 
guys twice his size and wallop them into a literal bloody pulp, a creepy, mouth-guarded grin 
stretched across his lips all the while. Some of what she’d seen had made her feel physically 
ill. Twice she’d had to leave her seat to go upstairs, go outside for fresh air, pressing her body 
in a tight line against the brick of the building until she felt grounded again, until the 
tightness in her chest released and she could finally breathe. 


But Mal didn’t have to convince Alina to show up anymore. She just did. She wanted to see it 
all and would not look away unless she absolutely had to. She stared at him in the ring until 
her eyes went bleary, taking in his rage and the power in his fists, drinking down the electric 
energy that rode the air. 


He earned money doing it, money for showing up and money for each fight won, but he 
wasn’t in it for the money. No, he fought because he wanted to. Because he liked seeing how 
far he could push his body, how many hits he could take without tapping out. 


And maybe he and Alina had that in common. 


In many ways, the after-party was more out of control, more chaotic than the fight itself. 


Alina was hammered an hour in the door, draped over Mal’s lap like an afghan, turning her 
head away, laughing, as he tried to put the rim of another shot glass to her lips. 


They were tucked away in the VIP section of the club — up above the dance floor, a platform 
elevated above the commoner revelers, made into its own secluded room by heavy velvet 
drapery that touched the ceiling and pooled to the floor. They were surrounded by other 
fighters, some of them in quite the state, swollen black eyes and puffy cheekbones dappled in 
alternating flashes of blue and red by the strobe lighting. 


Interspersed amongst the fighters were women Alina hadn’t seen at the fight, ones who must 
have been supplied by the club, else picked up on the way in the door, all of them tanned and 
tattooed and stunning, with blunt haircuts and dark eye-makeup, wearing glittering tube 
dresses and spiked heels. They hung from the fighters’ threateningly muscular arms like 
ripened fruits, jewel toned and luscious. 


Early on in the evening, Alina had departed their company to seek out a restroom, and had 
returned to find Mal flanked by three such women, who fawned over him, over the cut 
bisecting the tail of his eyebrow, the only significant wound he had to show for the fight. It 
had been one of the least exciting performances Alina had seen from him, in truth. They’d 
done a poor job of matching him to his opponent — he’d taken the guy out with almost no 
effort, had resorted halfway through the round to letting the guy land a punch, welcoming the 
blow. 


A brunette with a thick, silken rope of plaited hair had been pressing a car key to Mal’s left 
nostril as he held the right closed, inhaling sharply. He’d looked up at Alina as one of the 
bouncers held the curtain open to allow her back into the room, and reached out to her, 
holding out a hand to tow her in, down into his lap. The other women had scattered as she 
settled in, seeing that he was spoken for, but the brunette with the coke offered her a bump 
before moving on. 


As Alina sat astride Mal’s lap, batting away the hand that held the shot up to her mouth, he 
reached up to squeeze the nape of her neck, holding her in place, tipping the glass against her 
lips, so her choice became whether to drink it down or to let it spill down her chin. She drank 
it, far gone enough not to feel the burn of it. 


He pulled her into a kiss, sucking the liquor from her bottom lip, and she kissed him back, 
sweeping her tongue across his. She could taste blood from a cut inside his lip. 


He nudged Alina off his lap to reach across the table for the bottle, pouring himself another 
drink. One of the models began cutting lines on the table and they all leaned in to claim one, 
dollar bill to nostril. 


Alina picked up her cell phone from where she’d set it down on the table, resting in a small 
pool of spilled Grey Goose, the light of it illuminating her face, a personal beacon, as she 
navigated to her unread messages. She would not, even at her most uninhibited, admit to 
whose name she was equally hoping and dreading to see, a choking black cloud of desire and 
anxiety billowing behind her ribs. 


Under the first thread she opened, she was taken aback to discover that she had been sent a 
series of photos culminating in a startlingly vulgar upskirt shot, which she enlarged to see in 
greater detail, to take in the actual parameters of its obscenity. 


It had been taken without a flash, which made it lurid in a way that was almost avant-garde — 
the shadowy flesh of the thigh, the waxed-smooth labia escaping the confines of a lacy, cobalt 
blue thong, the visible curvature of tanned ass cheeks. It was like modern art — unpolished 
enough to feel almost voyeuristic. 


Kind of magnificent in its classlessness. Alina had half a mind to save it, to start sending it 
out as her own. There was one person, in particular, who she would’ve bet anything would 
understand it, would have the same appreciation for the artistry of it, totally aside from the 
actual subject itself. 


Alina looked to the top of the thread to see who’d sent her such a thing. Zoya. This gave 
Alina pause. An unsolicited selection of nudes was well within the realm of things Genya 
might have texted her, but Zoya was much more...reserved, maybe, although that didn’t even 
seem entirely accurate. Regardless, it stood out as distinctly out of character. 


Perhaps it was a mistake, a drunken misfire of nudes to the incorrect contact. Alina was fairly 
certain that Zoya and Genya were out tonight with a few of their other friends from school, 
an evening of fully comped revelry secured by someone’s club promoter boyfriend. 


Alina scrolled upwards past an image of her friend’s tit (the left, she thought) — another dimly 
lit snapshot, clearly taken in a bar bathroom stall, one triangular cup of a navy blue silk dress 
pulled down to reveal the dark pink of a semi-hard nipple. The messages proceeding the 
barrage of nudes were even more mystifying, until they were not. 


- We’re at Cicada 

- Come meet us 

- I want to see you 

- Bring Alina. Who cares 
- She doesnt know 

- Need you now 


Alina realized she’d picked up Mal’s phone by mistake. Hers was still on the table, where 
she’d actually left it, tucked between two empty bottles, partially obscured. Squinting hard 
through somewhat blurred vision, Alina scrolled through the weeks and months of Zoya and 
Mal’s secret dalliance, determined to take it all in, every word of it, so there could be no 
misunderstanding what she’d seen. 


Something was rising in her chest — consumptive, ugly, like a noxious mushroom cloud. Her 
eyes and her sinuses burned. Her jaw clenched so tightly she could’ve ground her teeth down 
into a powder. She had no words to identify how she was feeling, no language to describe it — 
it was something primordial, something that lived in the gut, constantly eating. 


Was Alina.. jealous? 


She knew that Mal was fucking other people. The certainty of that was in the very nature of 
the arrangement — the lack of exclusivity, of a label, was purposed to free them both to 
explore other people and other bodies without inhibition, without any sense of betrayal. 


But Zoya. Something about the fact that it was Zoya felt extremely different, and Alina 
refused to pretend otherwise. 


Admittedly, the two had since meeting been embroiled in a sort of...rivalry, which was just 
the sort of thing Alina loathed — two capable, intelligent, beautiful women being incapable of 
just getting along, respecting one another’s strength? It had the stink of the patriarchy on it. 
Too common, base. 


But, alas, Alina could not pretend that she had not been delighted to discover that she’d 
earned an A in Contract Law the first semester of their 1L year, while Zoya had only 
managed a B+. And it had really only gotten worse from there. 


And now Zoya had the gall to hook up with her hook up. 


She set Mal’s phone back down on the table where she’d found it, turned to watch him 
laughing his boisterous, booming laugh with the other fighters, staring at the side of his face 
until her eyes could almost sear right through him, trying to see through to the part of him 
that felt justified — no, entitled — to fuck her friend without telling her. 


His phone buzzed, illuminating with more texts from Zoya, catching his eye. He picked it up, 
studying the screen near as long as Alina had. She watched his expression, searching it, 
realizing that, in truth, she was actually measuring herself then, in trying to determine if he 
had ever looked at her naked body the same way. 


Her own phone started to buzz, screen flashing, distracting her. She was really not surprised 
at Zoya’s audacity, the bid she was making, texting Alina to cajole her to join them, since 
she’d been unsuccessful thus far in reeling Mal in. If the shoe were on the other foot, Alina 
would absolutely have done the same. 


- Hey! You should come out to Cicada! 
- Free drinks! 
- You can bring Mal if you want! 


She turned to Mal. “My friends are at Cicada right now and they want me to come. You 
down?” 


It was a test, and not a fair one, given the disparity of their information. But when Mal failed, 
it was a failure all the same. 


“Yeah, why not?” 


Alina parted from Mal just inside the door, pulling her elbow from his guiding grasp, making 
a beeline for Genya, poised to blab about everything she’d uncovered. 


“Look what Zoya gave me,” Genya said in greeting, interrupting Alina’s smoking train of 
thought, rummaging in her clutch to hold out a tiny plastic bag rolling with two gel caps, 
“Molly,” she explained as Alina turned the pills skeptically over in her hands. “She got it 
from Daniel.” 


“You sure it’s Molly?” Alina asked, arching an eyebrow, wondering whether Zoya’s on-again 
off-again, drug dealing ex could really be trusted. Or for that matter, whether Zoya herself 
could. It seemed like these days, whatever a drug was supposed to be, it was equally as likely 
to be something heinous, like fentanyl. 


“Obviously he’s the worst, but he doesn’t fuck around when it comes to drugs,” Genya 
assured her. 


Alina plucked open the baggie, shaking her dose out into her palm, immediately convinced. 
For Alina, it was really much more about the illusion of caution, about the performance of it, 
rather than the actual exercise. 


“Mazel tov,” Genya said, holding out her pill to clink it with Alina’s. 


Alina and Genya drifted from the VIP section, out onto the main dance floor, to thrash 
amongst the other midnight revelers, wi/d, Alina’s hair in her own face, Genya’s hands on 
Alina’s hips, hips square with Alina’s ass, their bodies rolling together in perfect sync, tidal. 
They danced until they climbed that so sought-after pinnacle — that shimmering, incredible 
peak — until their mouths dropped open, jaws unhinged with wonder and crazed laughter and 
desire... 


Genya ended up taking an Uber back to her boyfriend, David’s place, having texted him just 
before she and Alina started rolling, suspended on the dancefloor in that nebulous, uncertain 
place where it wasn’t clear if you’d ever start, or if the drugs you’d been given were duds. 


Alina went back to her apartment alone, handing Zoya the victory she’d been after with 
remarkably little in the way of fight. It wasn’t really winning if there was no fight. Alina 
contented herself with that. 


Up in her apartment, Alina put on a record and poured herself another drink, realized she was 
browning out only when a knock at her apartment door commanded her consciousness and 


she recognized that the record was turning, silently, and had been for some time, having 
played entirely through. 


She opened the door, and it was Aleksander, standing there, eyes so unfathomably dark, so 
severe. He was so fucking ta//...Alina wanted to press her thumb in between his lips, the 
impulse so strong it led her over the threshold, to stand toe to toe with him, just waiting for 
him to ask anything of her, certain she’d do it. 


“You okay?” he asked her, looking a little mystified, a little suspicious. He stared down the 
sharpness of his nose at her, where she’d pressed herself into his arms, watching her eyes, 
which were probably absolutely spangling with the molly, pupils blown. 


“I’m fine,” she breathed, tilting her chin to be kissed, which he obliged, but warily, putting 
his mouth to hers the way one might a public fountain — a thirsty, almost accidental brush. “I 
just need you,” she insisted, “I’m...so fucking hot.” 


“Did you take something?” he asked, brow furrowed in suspicion. 
“No.” 


“Liar. You texted me that it was an emergency, but I’m guessing you don’t remember that,” 
he said, a pure lack of amusement rolling off of him in waves as he extricated himself from 
her dangling grasp and pushed past her into the apartment, shoulder-checking her out of the 
doorway. “This is where you live, huh? It’s...quaint.” He said the word quite like it was 
another, with no small measure of distaste. 


Alina was far from lucid enough to take any offense to that. She simply kicked the front door 
closed and elbowed past him to fling herself down onto her mattress, spreading her arms 
wide, star-fishing. Her head was fucking spinning, like a carnival ride, and she was on fire in 
her skin, tingling all over, in a way that either felt incredible or awful, but she couldn’t tell 
which. 


Aleksander, annoyed with her as he may have been, knelt over her on the bed, planting a knee 
by her waist to take her flushed little face in his hands, kissing her sweetly, almost absurdly 
sweetly, dipping his tongue into her mouth like a cup into a stream. She arched up toward 
him, her whole body, kissing him back, trying to wrap herself around him like a climbing 
vine, trying to integrate, to enmesh, to absorb. 


He used that huge hand of his to cup her jaw, holding her head steady as he licked deep into 
the hot liquor sour of her mouth. Alina moaned softly, dizzy, delirious, kissing him back 
harder, feeling the hard press of his cock against her lower stomach as he ground it against 
her. Men were so blatantly ruled by their bodies — Alina might have found it amusing, had 
she not found it utterly repugnant. 


He pulled back as her head swam, a disorienting reeling, and knelt down at the bedside as if 
to pray for absolution, taking the bare spade of her foot in hand to kiss the rounded protrusion 
of her ankle bone, a path of kisses planted all the way up to her knee, her skin pulsing with 
sensation everywhere he touched, as if it might slough free. Her dress, already indecently 


short, was bunched up around her waist, so he only had to tug her panties free, sliding them 
down her ankles and off. 


“You're a filthy little lush, you know that?” he murmured, pushing her thighs into an 
obscenely wide splay, just watching her lay there, bottomless, panting, her pussy lips as 
flushed as her face, glistening with arousal in the low bedside lamplight. “You need 
something, pretty girl?” he asked, noting, perhaps, the soft, involuntary undulation of her 
hips, that she could feel but not stop, not for the world. It was her body’s own kind of 
hypnotism, a desperate bid to draw him in. 


“Touch me, you bastard,” she bit out, figuring a verbal entreaty might work just as well. 


“What’s that? Surely what you meant to say was, ‘Please touch me, Sasha.’ Right?” he fit his 
hand down between her thighs, middle and ring finger stroking along her soaked slit. His 
thumb came up to slick back the hood of her clit, a friction and a method she took umbrage 
with, circling the tiny marvel of nerve endings with the pad of his thumb until she felt like 
she had been reduced to frayed, sparking nerve endings alone, and gasped aloud, a sharp 
noise of betrayal. 


“Please, Sasha,” she huffed, teeth gritted. 


Alina peered down the rising falling stretch of her belly to watch him lean in, spread her apart 
with his fingers and lick into her cunt, a broad, lapping stroke. Her hips jerked each time his 
tongue nudged her clit, obscenely sensitive from his careless handling, but nonetheless she 
felt a firestorm of tension building up between her hips, coiling tighter and tighter, urged 
along by every rhythmic lick and swipe of his tongue. 


Every time she thought she might reach the pinnacle of the absolute most she could take 
without damning herself, he would alter the tempo slightly, sucking gently at her labia or 
turning his head to kiss the insides of her thighs, wet open-mouthed. She expected to find it 
infuriating, but instead felt rather at peace, soothed by his utter command of her cunt. She 
found she could almost drift off, really, slipping dreamily in and out of awareness, gone 
completely and indulgently boneless as her wetness dripped down his chin. 


But she was startled back to an almost painful consciousness maybe minutes later, maybe 
hours, as he sucked her clit into his mouth, doing something absolutely world-ending to it 
with his tongue, something the likes of which she had never experienced before and might 
never again, if it killed her like she thought it might. It was insane, almost debilitating 
pressure, her body paralytically rigid, tensed up to the point of pain, about to tip over the 
edge at any fucking second. 


(x4 


—‘m gonna cum, Sasha. Jesus, fuck,” she gasped toward the ceiling, the heavens, head tilted 
all the way back like it was an exorcism he was performing, and it nearly was, tearing into 
her like something vicious. She came so fucking hard against his tongue and then she laid 
there with her legs sprawled wide open, limbs leaden, as he just kept going, because there 
was literally nothing else she could do. 


He brought her to several more creeping, devastatingly strong orgasms like that, each one 
completely cutting off her breathing, her lungs nearly in collapse, eyes rolling back. 


Her head was pounding with the lack of oxygen, dangerously, dark spots clouding her field of 
vision — she was on the verge of passing out for good, if he didn’t let up, which wouldn’t 
have been her first choice. 


“Okay, enough. Stop,” she slurred, twice as sibilant as the word should’ve been. She was 
cum-drunk, not to mention drunk-drunk, and he was going to kill her. “’S too much, Sasha,” 
she whined when he didn’t let up. 


“Let me take you out on a date tomorrow night,” he paused just long enough to say, ducking 
his head again to kiss the insides of her thighs, awaiting her reply, biting into her flesh like it 
was a ripened fruit on offer, to the point of bruising, sucking the blown capillaries to the 
surface. 


“What?” she demanded, dizzy, delirious. Why the fuck was he asking her about that now? 


“T have a dinner meeting with a business partner tomorrow, and he’s about as interesting as 
drying paint. If you come with, at least I’Il be entertained,” he explained. 


“°?M not a circus monkey,” she complained, wrathful, “And I don’t want to date you.” 
“You wound me,” he said, chastising, leaning in again to suck her clit in between his lips. 


He worried the swollen, pulsing little bud with his tongue, stroking and cajoling and teasing 
until Alina teetered on the knife’s edge of another gut-wrenching orgasm, biting hard into her 
own bottom lip to keep from making a sound, legs shaking, hard, threatening to close in 
around his ears as he held them apart. 


And then he pulled back. 
“Sasha,” she whined, almost tearful, thrusting her hips forward again. 


“Come to dinner with me,” he insisted, making it clear that under these terms, and no other, 
would she be allowed to come. He drove quite the hard bargain. 


He began to lap at her, a broader distribution of sensation which was no less guttural, given 
how overly sensitized, beard-burned, almost raw all of her most delicate flesh now was. 
Again, when he felt her body tense, as the orgasm drew itself up inside of her, tensed to spill 
over, to judder its way down her spine, unfurling until her skin could scarcely contain it, he 
pulled away. 


“Fuck!” she cried in earnest, now, mournful, tears slipping down the sides of her face, 
cooling in the shells of her ears. 


“No need to cry like a stupid little animal, malyshka,” he said, reproachful, “Just tell me what 
I want to hear, and I’1] make it all better.” 


When he drew her clit in between his lips and started to suck, she held her breath, tried to 
think about anything but her clit pulsing against his tongue, sank her teeth into her bottom lip 
until she tasted the viscous copper of her own blood, but to no avail. And if he were to stop 
now, it would be the end for her, with no hope of resurrection. 


“Fine, I'll go,” she managed to force out through gritted teeth. “But I’m going to hate it.” 


He kept up the same pressure and intensity until she finally came, howling, hips jerking with 
the earth-shattering spasms of the orgasm. Kept licking her until the storm quieted, until she 
was howling for another reason, overly-sensitive. 


She booted him away with one foot planted on his shoulder, and he let her, standing back, her 
wetness beading in the close-cropped beard on his chin, licking it from his lips. “Stop, or [Il 
be dead, and you’ll have to go to dinner alone,” she scolded him. 


“Well, we certainly can’t have that.” 


IV 


The restaurant Aleksander dragged Alina to wielded its opulence like a knife — the lighting a 
seductive, purposeful dim, shadows draping in artful swaths around the room, melted-down 
votives flickering at the center of each table, a manufactured warmth. It was right on the 
Hudson, the building looming over the darkness of the river like a monolith, all in stark, 
aggressively clean lines, cedar paneling and concrete, windows that stretched floor to ceiling, 
so that you could sit staring out into the total black of the water. 


Although Alina may have fe/t out of place in such a venue, Aleksander had made certain that 
she didn’t /ook it, at the very least, having delivered to her apartment a black silk gown that 
fit her curiously well, the price tag left on it intentionally, she was certain, to astonish her. 


Aleksander led Alina through the tables, his palm a warm, gentle force at the small of her 
back, steering her toward a mostly bald man seated at a table alone, who rose to his feet as 
they approached. The man was older, would’ve been totally gray if he’d had much hair to 
speak of, his features unremarkable, really, but for his eyes — one eye in particular, which was 
clouded and grey, unseeing, from what looked like severe damage to the orbital socket; scars 
from deep wounds that were obviously long since healed. 


“Alina, let me introduce you to my business partner, William Rawlins,” Aleksander said, his 
tone illustrious, grand, “Rawlins, this is my girlfriend, Alina Starkov.” 


Alina froze beneath his palm, a tension and a rigidity she was certain he could feel, as much 
because he’d referred to her as his girlfriend as because he’d referred to her by her /ast name. 
She had never told him her last name. She had barely even divulged her first name. 


“Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Starkov,” Rawlins said, reaching out to take her hand. His grip 
was firm but moist, a little overly tactile. “Aleks, you didn’t tell me you were bringing such a 
beautiful young lady to dinner tonight — I would have insisted on a table with a better view of 
the river.” 


Alina could tell from the way Rawlins carried himself that he was well-bred — he had that 
way about him, of people from money, delivering his words with perfect diplomacy, but in 
such a way that you knew he was seething, unimpressed. A mess of honey, swarming with 
fire ants. Apparently, she was not a welcome guest, however beautiful. 


“Oh, nonsense. This table is perfect,” Aleksander insisted, helping Alina into her chair, 
scooping it in underneath her and tucking her in close to the table. Close enough to rest her 
elbows on the edge, which she would probably do, just to be crass. “Nice and secluded.” 


Aleksander and Rawlins prattled on, chatting shit about the weather and the drive over, right 
through the process of ordering the prix fixe menu and its professionally curated wine 
pairings. By the time the first small plate was delivered, some heinous thing studded with 
caviar, Alina was frothing for some conversation with a bit more substance. 


“Aleksander mentioned that you’re business partners — I’m assuming he was referring to 
Anvil?” she addressed Rawlins directly. 


“Rawlins was one of our first investors,” Aleksander supplied in answer. 
“What about you, Ms. Starkov?” Rawlins drawled. “What do you do for work?” 


“She’s a law student,” Aleksander replied in her stead before she could conjure up anything 
more exciting. If Alina knew one thing about Aleksander for certain — which, truth be told, 
she may not have — it was that appearances meant something to him. He would not have 
wanted Rawlins to think that he was dating some common floozy. Which was strange, 
because by all other indications, that’s exactly what Aleksander thought she was. 


“Really? At NYU?” Rawlins asked. It was the ‘really’ that got beneath Alina’s skin — was he 
surprised that she was capable of attending law school, or was she reading his intonation 
incorrectly, hyper-sensitive? 


She decided to tell the truth, just to spite him. There was a streak of ego in her, too. She 
wouldn’t deny that. “Columbia.” 


“Rawlins is an Ivy League man himself,” Aleksander offered. Alina wondered whether he 
believed her, whether he knew she was being honest, or if he thought it was one of her pretty 
little lies. There seemed not to be any challenge in the sparkling void of his eyes, which 
suggested, to her, that he did know; may have already known before she said so. “Harvard 
and Yale.” 


“Cool,” Alina replied flatly, unimpressed, letting it radiate from the bland expressionlessness 
of her face. 


“Have you decided what area of the law you’d like to practice in?” Rawlins asked. 


“Oh, something soulless; money-grubbing. Corporate,” she shrugged, not in the mood for 
more inventing, thrown totally off guard, still, by the idea that Aleksander knew things about 
her; that he had researched her, the way she had neglected to research him. 


“This one’s a pistol, Aleks,” Rawlins remarked, devoid of any real interest. The way he 
looked at Alina was almost chilling, and it had little to do with the clouded eye, and 
everything to do with the fact that he was looking through her, like she didn’t even register to 
him as an extant human being. 


“That she is. Actually, Alina has been thinking about joining us at Anvil as a legal intern.” 
Aleksander really was such an odd bird — Alina regarded him from across the table, head 
slightly tilted, like he was an abstract art she was both intrigued and repelled by. 


It was peculiar that he would bring it up again, this joke about recruiting her for Anvil, 
apparently for his own amusement alone, given that no one else was laughing. He didn’t 
really have any interest in hiring her, she could tell that, somehow, but he found the 
suggestion that he would tremendously entertaining. Perhaps she should’ve been offended. 


“Now, now, Aleks — that sounds a lot like nepotism,” Rawlins chastised. 


“What’s a little nepotism between friends?” Aleksander shrugged. Alina had to imagine that 
accusations of nepotism were not the worst Anvil would ever field. “See, the truth is, Ms. 
Starkov is a bit of a pacifist. But she does welcome other perspectives on the topic of war. 
She can be very open-minded, when she wants to be.” 


This was his purpose, then, in dragging her to the table tonight — he wanted to amuse himself 
by flaunting his hippy girlfriend in front of his warmongering business partner. He didn’t 
seem fond of Rawlins, in the slightest, which was fairly peculiar, she thought. Why tether 
yourself to someone you can’t stand? Maybe she had no room to judge him, on that particular 
point. 


“A pacifist, really? I suppose that’s not surprising, coming from Columbia,” Rawlins replied 
with a dismissive scoff. “So I would imagine you reject the concept of just war, then?” 


“Vehemently,” Alina said. “War is never about anything but money.” She was almost as 
amused as Aleksander was, watching a man whose whole reason for existence was amassing 
wealth try to keep his composure when someone dared to suggest that it was not, in fact, 
worth killing for. 


“And you would try to discount the impact that the American military has had in bringing 
democracy to other countries?” he asked, which was as dull of a counterpoint as they came. It 
told Alina that he did not count her as a worthy adversary, for the purposes of debate, so he 
was lobbing her a softball. She was a little disappointed, but what more could she have 
expected from such a man? Misogynist wouldn’t have even begun to explain him. 


That was the other piece of the puzzle — Aleksander wanted to annoy Rawlins by bringing a 
woman to the table who would dare to disagree with him, and he wanted to either piss off or 
humiliate Alina by pitting her against a man who would never truly deign to engage with her 
on anything, because he respected women too little to even bother arguing with them. 


She was much easier to piss off than she was to humiliate. 


“T wouldn’t say I discount anything,” she retorted. “I would say I try to more accurately 
account for the various costs of war. And I would say the tally always leans in a particular 
direction.” 


“She’s a sharp one, Morozova,” Rawlins said, not like he really believed it, clearly bored. 
“But somehow, I doubt you’ ll ever convince her to work for Anvil.” 


“Seems like you’re no dummy, either,” Alina remarked, equally dismissive. 


“T’m not your fucking girlfriend,” Alina told Aleksander, sharply, as they went for a stroll by 
the river, hand in hand, following the eventual dénouement of the dinner with Rawlins. Alina 
had refused to get back into Aleksander’s hired car, too perturbed, too restless. 


Aleksander had steered the conversation decidedly back in the direction of business once 
he’d satisfied himself that both Rawlins and Alina were sufficiently annoyed, and Alina, 
bored to tears by any mention of finance or business, had tuned out, sucking down glass after 
glass of red wine. She was more than just tipsy, which explained the hand holding. 


“That’s what you have to say to me after this evening?” he asked, a smile in his voice. That 
little kid grin again, which looked different to Alina, now, in the lamplight — looked more like 
the smile of a little kid burning ants with a magnifying glass, a malevolent glittering in his 
eyes. 


“Seems like it needs to be said,” she replied. 


"What would you have me call you in front of my business partner, little Alina?" he asked 
her, eyes like a void, "My fuck buddy? My whore?" 


"Obviously not," she snapped, somewhat stung by the suggestion, trying not to be. 


“T don’t have to call you my girlfriend. We’re not sixteen years old. But I’ve told you, I like 
you. And I want you to myself,” he said, pulling Alina to a stop, leaned up against the railing, 
his grip loose around her elbows, his eyes on hers, dark as an oil slick. 


She was almost certain he hadn t ever told her as much, but he was saying it now, and so 
matter-of-factly, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. She was always one step 
behind, when it came to him, which vexed her to no end. 


“Look, I’m already the one you call when you’re high out of your mind and you need to get 
fucked stupid,” he added when she didn’t respond, when she looked away, casting her gaze 

out across the Hudson. “Just be a good girl and come to me when I call for you, and I’ll get 

you a nice apartment, away from that miserable little hovel you live in. You can quit school, 
if you want, or I can cover your tuition. We can discuss an allowance.” 


Of course he didn’t want a girlfriend. He wanted to own Alina, lock, stock and barrel. She 
couldn’t think of a single fucking thing she wanted less, than to be his little pampered pet, at 
his beck and call anytime he wanted to drag her to some dinner and parade her in front of 
another of his psychopath friends. 


“I’m not for sale,” she snapped, pulling away from him. “And I happen to /ike my miserable 
little hovel.” 


He sighed heavily, following after her as she began to stalk away down the boardwalk, 
shrugging his way out of his dinner jacket and draping it in around her shoulders. “Put it on,” 
he insisted, “You’re turning blue.” 


“I’m not cold,” she insisted, a contradictory frigidity in the bite of the words as she rolled her 
shoulders sharply back, leaving him to either catch the jacket as it fell, or let it drop. 


He snatched back the jacket and tossed it aside, draping it carelessly over the boardwalk 
railing, where it could so easily have slipped free and been lost to the unfathomable dark of 
the river. He didn’t seem to care. 


“Your boyfriend works for Deloitte, right?” he asked her, an unexpected diversion of course 
that threw her off totally, rechanneling and reshaping her formless rage. 


So he not only knew who Mal was, but where he worked? She might have forgiven him for 
researching her, but this had crossed a line. ““What kind of fucking psychopath are you —” 
she started to demand of him, spitting it, a censure. 


He interrupted her. “Dump him, or I make one call, and he doesn’t anymore.” 


A dismissive scoff burst from between her lips, percussive. “I already told you, he’s not my 
boyfriend,” she insisted, “And at the risk of sounding like a total cunt, I genuinely could not 
care less whether he loses his job, so you’re going to have to find a much more creative way 
to blackmail me into dating you. Honestly, I don’t even understand where you’ re getting this 
idea that you /ike me from. You don’t know me.” 


He didn’t respond; didn’t make any attempt to interject; and there was something about the 
way he was looking at her, something in the soul sucking gravity of his gaze, in its predatory 
hunger as he watched her rave at him, eyes wild, which made her pause, totally out of words. 


With his eyes cutting through her, Alina suddenly felt in vivid detail the cling of the silk 
gown, plastered to the line of her body by the breeze; felt her nipples beaded against her 
forearms as she folded her arms across her chest. The way he was looking at her reminded 
her that she even had a body. It made her gut twist, crazily, like gravity had bottomed out, 
and a heat rise in her cheeks that had nothing to do with temperature, since her skin was, 
indeed, practically blue from the cold. 


She watched him approach her like a jungle cat, stalking in closer and closer, a predator 
closing in on its prey, and made no move to step back or push him away as he leaned in over 
her, towering like an oak bent over in a gale, holding her gaze like something he’d caught in 
his snare and waiting to see what she would do, his eyes as dark, as opaque as the water 
below. 


She took a half-step toward him, even closer, tilting her chin up to kiss him, a night-blooming 
flower seeking the moon — even as she did, he had already reached out to seize her around the 
waist, pulling her in crushingly close, their bodies like tectonic plates colliding, lips 
overlapping. And god, he was so fucking strong. Alina wanted him to crush her ribcage into a 
powder, scatter it to the wind. 


The kiss was tempestuous, all-out war, him towering over her, leaning the full weight of his 
body into her, his tongue in her mouth, deep, dirty, his hands squeezing her ass through the 
skirt of her dress. Her hands were crushed between their bodies, flat against his chest, and she 
was gasping for air, practically, as his mouth slid along her chin, down to her throat, where he 
caught his breath, where he fed like a leech, vacuumed to her skin. 


She tucked her chin down against her shoulder to close herself off from this barrage, from the 
lurid, purple-red marks she’d have to spend hours before class concealing, and he, frustrated, 
hoisted her up off of her feet to set her down on the boardwalk railing, to kiss her harder, 
without stooping. 


She clung to him a little tighter then, gathering fistfuls of his shirtfront, knees hugging around 
his waist, leaning decidedly into him, as to lean the opposite way put her in a slightly more 
precarious position, in danger of careening backwards off of the railing, down into the placid 
waters below. 


He could feel the trepidation in the rigid line of her body, in her kiss, and his lips curled into a 
smirk against hers as he pulled back to ask, “What? Afraid Pll push you in? Why, Alina, 
certainly you can’t believe that I would do something so cruel?” 


She did and she didn’t. But there was something in the danger of it, that wicked edge of fear, 
that made a throb of desire radiate between her legs, a pang that wracked her like the final 
paroxysms of an orgasm, lighting up the map of her brain. 


She was thinking about it, how it might feel to plunge down into that water, to have the 
perfect, impenetrable dark close in around her body, silken like a glove. Thinking about the 
pressure of the water, rushing in to fill the cups of her ears, blanking out her mind, pressing 
down over her as she sank deeper and deeper like a stone, discarded. Thinking about the 
silence of it, the absolute, deadly quiet, only the sound of her own pulse thudding in her ears 
as she drifted down to the bottom, where no voices could ever reach her. 


She shuddered against him, looping her legs around his waist, crossing her ankles at the small 
of his back to pull him in closer. If she was going down, he was going with her. Twinned 
souls, cradled quiet in the river’s bed. The world might have been better off. 


Feeling the shudder roll through her, he kissed her with renewed enthusiasm, like some 
desperate thing feeding at her mouth, drinking her down. The way he kissed was practically 
pornographic, his tongue pantomiming things it had done in other, more secret places, his 
hand clasped warm at the nape of her neck — so warm, all of him was warm, and she was on 
fire, burning up with all the wanting, but still shivering. 


His hands smoothed along the violin curve of her waist, fingers finding the obvious peaks of 
her nipples through the thin, silken fabric of the dress, pinching them tightly, pulling outward 
until they slipped from between his fingertips, a sharp flash of pain that went straight 
between her legs, a lancet of sensation. She was so wet she could feel it, already, an ache 
between her legs like a clenched fist. 


He curved one palm into the front of her dress to touch bare skin, palm strong and warm as it 
cupped her breast, drawing the flesh of it forward, naked in the night air, ducking his head to 
take her nipple into his mouth. Her head fell back, mouth open at the sensation of his tongue 
sweeping across it, teeth sinking in. He laved away the bite with his tongue, with a delicate 
suck. 


She batted, somewhat gently, at his jaw to get him to release her nipple, a tiger’s swiping 
paw. “Not out here,” she said, “I’m fucking freezing.” Leeching off the warmth of his body, 
she wasn’t truly cold, but neither did she want to do this here, out in the open, in full view of 
anyone who might pass them by. Whatever he might have thought, it was not the kind of girl 
she was. Especially not after so few glasses of wine. 


“Let’s go back to the car, then,” surprisingly amenable, he pulled away from her with a shrug, 
extricating himself easily from her monkeyish cling. He gathered up his suit jacket and 
headed toward the street, where the running car awaited them, exhaust billowing, without so 
much as a backward glance to see if she was following. What could she do but follow? 


“Give us a few minutes,” Aleksander instructed the driver, a brusque, almost dismissive 
direction, as the driver held open the back door of the town car for them to slide inside. Alina 
almost felt compelled to apologize on Aleksander’s behalf, but didn’t. 


“A few minutes for what?” she started to demand of him, annoyed, as the door was closed 
behind them, but he had already curled his arm in around her back, pulling her into him, 
flush, to kiss her, cupping her jaw in the palm of his hand to prevent her turning her head 
away. 


“Open your mouth, malyshka,” he insisted, squeezing her jaw as she held her lips sullenly 
closed against the darting, tasting strokes of his tongue. 


She relented, and he kissed her deep and dirty and possessive, pressing her back against the 
opposite door, forceful, the curve of her skull colliding with the dark-tinted window, a dull 
thud. She resisted the compulsion to bite down on his tongue, unsure exactly what that would 
earn her. 


He parted the slit in the side of her dress to press his hand between her thighs, tugging aside 
the soaking wet scrap of fabric that was her underwear to slide his fingertips against her 
where she was almost devastatingly hot, pushing all of that molten slickness around, drawing 
it up across her clit and groaning against her mouth, animal. 


“You're so fucking wet,” he hissed, an almost contemptuous edge to his voice, something 
mocking and unfriendly, “You wanted it, didn’t you? Wanted me to fuck you out there on that 
railing, in front of the entire fucking city. Does a girl like you ever want to get fucked in a 
bed, or do you prefer taking it out on the streets like a dog?” 


She seized his hand at the wrist to keep him from pressing those devilish fingers of his any 
further, her breath halting and staccato, cheeks flush, too caught up in the absolute frenzy of 
his body on her body and his wicked words in her ear to even think of responding directly to 
the accusation that she’d wanted him to fuck her publicly. 


“Why are we doing this here?” her grip encircled his wrist even tighter as the pads of his 
fingers stroked taunting circles around her clit, driving her mad. It certainly wasn’t the most 
comfortable arrangement — the door handle was digging into her back; the glass pane of the 
window cold and unforgiving against her skull. And he seemed even more hulking, huge, in 
the confined space, like it could scarcely contain him. 


“Because,” he replied brusquely, seizing her around the thigh, using this bruising grip to tug 
one of her knees across his lap, tucking it in at his left hip, pulling her into as close of a 
straddle as she could manage, given that the slit up the side of her dress was only open to 
mid-thigh. She more so knelt over his lap, a penitent at the altar of his favor, the top of her 
head almost brushing the roof of the car. 


She waited for him to elaborate, but he was occupied by other, more pressing concerns, 
taking hold of either side of the part in the dress and yanking the seam free, filling the car 
with the sound of tearing fabric and snapped thread, shredding the side of the dress clear up 
to the parenthetical curve of her hipbone. 


“What the fuck!” she gasped, in both shock and protest. “You ruined it!” 


“T paid for it, it’s mine to ruin,” there was an imperious, unfeeling edge to his voice that 
echoed in the dark of his eyes as his hand migrated up the inside of her thigh again, fingers 
dipping in between her legs, parting the lips of her cunt to drive up inside of her. “And so are 
you, malyshka.” 


At the stretch of his fingers, she inhaled sharply, gripping his biceps to steady herself. She 
was shaking her head, a mute refusal. 


He dragged those slippery fingers in and out of her, curling them deep, the slick sound of it 
and her panting breath echoing loudly enough to make laughable her insistence that she was 
anything but his. He captured the whole of her there, in one hand, an easy mastery, opening 
her up around his fingers until a fine tremor began to ripple through her, until her thighs 
began to waver around his hand, to shake. 


He stopped then, withdrawing his fingers, and an almost violence welled up inside of her at 
the denial — she pictured her hands manacled around his throat, squeezing, for just a moment 
before she noticed he was now reaching for his own belt. It was always a means to an end, for 
him, her pleasure — he drew it from her like golden thread, to spin something useful for 
himself. 


“The driver is waiting,” she reminded him, reaching to still his hands. 


“T’m paying him to,” he replied, curt, dismissive, smacking her hand away like one would 
that of a petulant child reaching into a cookie jar before dinner. 


He pulled his cock out into his own hand, giving it a few perfunctory strokes — he was 
already satisfactorily hard, the angry red flesh of him surging through his easy grasp, the tip 
beading, pearlescent. She was a little hypnotized by it, admittedly, by the ostentatiousness of 
having such an appendage on the outside of one’s body. And what, exactly, did he expect her 
to do with it? 


“Come here, sweet girl,” he coaxed her, voice softer, now, urging her hips forward, in line 
with his, “Sit down on it.” 


“Not here,” she said. 


“Yes, here,” he insisted, drawing the head of his cock up against her, dredging through the 
soft, unholy wet lips of her cunt. The sound of it was like an open-mouthed kiss, obscene. 
“This is how you wanted it, Alina. Remember?” he said, explaining it to her in a way that 
was careful, slow, like he believed her to be of limited intelligence. “You’re not my 
girlfriend, right? So why would I take you home with me? Wouldn’t want you to get the 
wrong idea about things, would I?” 


She wondered, in that moment, how he might react if she were to hit him — nothing open- 
handed, either; a real blow, a strong cuff across his smug chin. Pictured not only the surprise 
but the imperious rage in the pitch black of his eyes. Another concerningly strong pang 
resounded between her legs, a warmth expanding, bread-like, in her belly at the thought, 
making her smile privately, wolfish. 


He pressed up against her, testing the resistance of her entrance, not forcing his way through 
it, not yet, just savoring the feeling of it, the fight that her body put up to keep him out. She 
angled her hips down, impatient, in no mood to be toyed with, regretting it almost 
immediately as the head of his cock breached her entrance and she was confronted, again, 
with the absurd width of him. 


Even in such a position, aided by gravity, the whole thing was an ordeal, her cunt vicelike, 
uncooperative as she sank slowly down over his length. Her body was of its own mind, 
always, when it came to Aleksander — capricious, even, admitting and denying him entry on a 
whim. 


Their breathing was irregular, discordant, as he cleaved up into her belly, harsh pants into one 
another’s faces, a humid, not particularly flattering wind, her hands braced on his shoulders, 
hard, his fingers digging vicious bruises into her hips. 


“Jesus Christ, that’s a tight little cunt.” 


Alina almost said ‘no shit,’ but didn’t draw breath to do it before he started guiding her hips 
back up, the head of his cock almost squeezed free of her body by the temperamental 
contractions of her cunt. She became preoccupied with that sensation, by the resonating 
emptiness of it, like a math problem that insisted on a solution. 


Just as quickly, he was tugging her hips back down, hard, sheathing himself inside of her 
again, deeper. And though the stretch of him filling her up, fuller than she was sure she was 
meant to be filled by anyone, by anything, was stinging and awkward, there was nonetheless 
something so fucking right about it. Like her body was in some way completed by the 
addition of his inside of it. 


Their breathy grunts coincided as she dropped down to sit fully in his lap, taking him finally 
to the hilt, her sense of equilibrium gone wonky at the absurd depth of him, at the pressure, 
which she felt all the way in her belly, a twisting, disorienting feeling that made her go almost 
cross-eyed. 


He chuckled, amused, at her expression, reaching down to thumb her clit, a coaxing stroke, as 
she adjusted in his lap, squirming listlessly, skewered. “I know, sweetheart,” he murmured, 
mock sympathetic, “It’s too big for you, isn’t it? But you’re taking it so well.” 


She couldn’t even speak, she was stretched so unbelievably tight around him, crammed so 
totally full. It felt sick and hot and horrible, like an alien invasion, threatening to split her at 
the seams, and though it felt like she had completed some obstacle, managing to 
accommodate him, it didn’t, of course, end there. 


He began to guide her hips, easing her into a slow-sawing tempo, working her open around 
his cock, a demanding pursuit of friction. She ground her hips down into his lap in short 
rotations, just feeling him, driven up inside of her, churning. His hands were everywhere — 
stroking through her hair and along the bony curve of her spine, gripping at her waist, seizing 
handfuls of her flesh for purchase, yanking at the neckline of her dress to get his teeth around 
a nipple again. 


The rotations of her hips, like a planetary orbit, slid totally off-axis as she sought out any 
angle to intensify the sensation of the base of his dick grinding against her clit, a selfish 
endeavor she felt entitled to, given that she was the one on top, doing all the work. 


She might have anticipated that he would take umbrage with this, and it didn’t take him long 
to slide forward in his seat, pulling her in closer, until their chests were flush, planting his feet 
on the floor of the car to get the leverage he needed to interrupt her rhythm, assert his own, 
driving himself up inside her on every downward rotation of her hips. 


The sensation of it was sharp in a way that was almost wrong, almost painful, riding that 
strange, precarious edge, and she was fully prepared to be annoyed — wrathful, even — when 
the trajectory of his thrusts shifted just s/ightly, inspiring an entirely other host of sensations. 
Her bones began to lock, her muscles tightening up in ratchets of pressure that just kept 
building, sparks shimmering up before her eyes, rendering her blind. 


When she came it was like the entire earth dropped out from under her — she could feel the 
obscene tension and release of every single muscle in her body in a violent, colorful detail. 
She came so hard and for so long that there were tears in her eyes when the storm of it finally 
drew back, left her space to breathe. And with that breath she said his name. 


“There you go, sweetheart,” he murmured, pleased, “that’s it.” 


She rocked in his lap, a rising, falling rotation, jolted slightly by his every upward thrust, 
interested only in finishing him off quickly, so that she could dismount, collapse, let the 
lingering shudders of her bygone orgasm roll through her in peace. But another orgasm began 
to build, impossibly, to take the place of the last, rising up to eclipse everything else, blacking 
her eyes again. 


“Are you going to come for me again, malyshka?” Aleksander murmured, breath hot against 
her cheek, feeling it, the tensing, the pulsing clench of the muscles wrapped so tight around 
him. She could hear it in his voice, that he was close, too, but he would not be content to 
finish without dragging her down first. 


“No,” Alina snapped, frustrated, indignant, for some reason, refusing. She couldn’t, even 
now, allow him the satisfaction of it, knowing that he had so mastered her body as to coax 
from her multiple orgasms, a feat she’d always considered impossible. 


He chuckled, amused by her paltry resistance. “I think you are,” he disagreed, sure. 


“No,” she insisted. 


“Yeah, come on,” he coaxed, thrusting his hips steadily, his thumb back on her clit again, 
practiced, but right on the edge of pain, her nerves shot, shocky. 


She reached down to tear his hand away, but wasn’t successful, and the friction of it, however 
grating, was just the thing to doom her, her next orgasm like the fission of an atom, 
threatening to split her every molecule. His arms wrapped around her waist like an anchor, 
tethering her to him, to the earth, keeping the pieces of her together as they strained to fly 
asunder. 


Somewhere in the midst of the vicious contractions of her body, he came inside of her, 
impossibly deep, feeling her shudder around him, her forehead pressed to his, eyes full of his 
face, body full of his body. 


He held her there as they relearned the ability to breath independently, without trading 
oxygen, still inside of her, her muscles contracting sorely around his softening cock, holding 
her still even as she, unsettled, made a move to unseat herself. There was something almost 
too intimate about it, something disconcerting about being held by him like this when she 
was so vulnerable, her armor shed. 


“You know, if you were the whore you insist on being treated as, I would make you walk 
home right now,” he breathed against her ear, low, cruel. “But since it doesn’t look like you’d 
even be capable of it, I suppose this time I’ ll give you a ride.” 


Clearly it was half of the fun in the game for him, this determined bid to pull her close and 
hold her at a distance, dismantling her and rebuilding her at will, playing with the pieces. 
And she could only imagine that it made her the same kind of sick as him, that she loved it so 
well. 


Chapter Notes 


Get in, losers, we're going to hell. 


“Any special plans over winter break?” Zoya asked Alina as they exited a hot yoga class 
together, leaving the studio tucked into knee-length puffer coats, sweaty hair piled into top- 
knots, ears covered by fleece headbands against the vicious bite of winter chill, which had set 
in over the city in earnest, painting the skies a bleak, brutal gray. The air smelled of snow 
which had yet to fall, stinging the nostrils, the salt on the sidewalks ground down to a fine, 
almost invisible powder that gathered in the grooves of Alina’s boot soles, tracking across 
floors everywhere she went. 


“Mal’s family spends every Christmas in Whistler, and he asked if I would go,” Alina 
shrugged, coaching her face into a practiced mask of nonchalance, doing her absolute best to 
stifle a gloating, wicked grin, a hard fought-against ticking at the corners of her mouth. 


Since accepting Mal’s invitation to his family Christmas, the anticipation of telling Zoya 
about it had occupied most of Alina’s waking hours. It was a welcome diversion from other 
things, things she refused to afford any space in her mind. Imagining the moment, where the 
sucking spiral of self-doubt would open up in Zoya’s eyes and swallow her whole, carried 
Alina clear through finals week, interrupted only by one or two violently caffeinated crying 
jags in the library bathroom, stifled against a sweater sleeve. 


And so what if Mal had been very careful to proposition the trip as one of the ‘strictly pals’ 
persuasion, emphasizing that his best friend, Mikhael, would also be joining the Oretsevs out 
on the slopes. He’d driven the point home, in case Alina had somehow failed to see it, 
screened before her in all bold letters, by mentioning that his mother had insisted that he 
extend the invite, once he’d mentioned to her in passing that Alina likely had no plans for the 
holiday, since she never did. 


It made no difference to Alina. Regardless of the specifics, the tally stood out quite clearly: 
Alina — 1, Zoya — 0. 


“So a little skiing, I guess,” she said breezily, not mentioning, of course, that she’d never 
gone skiing in her life and would almost certainly bow out of the activity, spend the day 
warm and dry in the cabin instead, curled up in front of the fire with a hot toddy and a book. 
“T’m mostly looking forward to drinking wine in the hot tub. What about you?” 


“Aspen,” Zoya replied, a telling tightness in her tone, a knife’s edge of chill that had little to 
do with the weather. “My family’s big into skiing, too.” Alina could tell she was imagining 
what a pair she and Mal might have made, kissing on the ski lift, bumping frozen noses. “My 


mind is totally stuck on a litigation track after taking personal injury this semester, though, so 
the whole experience will probably be tainted by me constantly cataloguing potential 
liabilities.” 


They laughed in an easy chorus. Anyone would have mistaken them for the best of friends. 
“You have to learn to turn that off,” Alina scoffed. 


“Wish I was as good at it as you — then I could even turn it off in class,” Zoya joked, navy 
blue eyes glinting with cruel amusement. “Ms. Starkov? What’s the holding off this case? 

Um...the court improperly exercised personal jurisdiction over the plaintiff? I think? ” she 
pantomimed, voice gone mockingly saccharine, lilting. 


Alina laughed along, indulgent, though she didn’t really find it funny. She had blanked on a 
cold call once 1L year, and never again since then, but leave it to Zoya to remember, to 
dredge up the burn of humiliation, the voices in Alina’s head that had circled like a murder of 
crows, telling her she was an imposter, that she didn’t belong, that they had made an error in 
accepting her. 


Damn it. Leave it to Zoya to win, even when she was losing. 


Alina arrived late to the end of semester party that night — a little soiree put together by the 
Student Bar Association for unwinding after finals (read: getting so absolutely shit-faced 
wasted you forgot all about how badly you had fucked up your finals). They’d paid to cordon 
off the top floor of a semi-decent club in Midtown, passing out neon paper wristbands and 
ripping off drink tickets from a massive wheel, to be exchanged for select draft beers or basic 
(cheap) mixed drinks. 


The lateness was not exactly uncharacteristic of Alina, but it had taken longer than she’d 
anticipated to choose an outfit — she realized, at a certain point, that she was trying to dress 
for someone who wouldn’t even be there, someone who she shouldn’t have been thinking of 
at all, which meant she had to start entirely from scratch. This saw her struggling her way 
into an emerald green sheath dress with cap sleeves and a slit up the thigh of the already 
miniscule skirt nigh on ten minutes after she’d intended to leave, hopping her way to the 
apartment door still trying to fasten the straps of her shoes. 


Alina far preferred sharing an Uber with Genya to these types of events. Genya suffered none 
of Alina’s indecision — she was the kind of girl who could reach into a closet blindfolded and 
pluck out the exact right outfit, unfailingly, on her very first try. But Genya had left for the 
party from David’s apartment, which meant that Alina had no one to dress her and no one to 
split the Uber fare with, an even sharper blow. 


The air in the club felt exceedingly close; humid with the press of sweating, liquored-up 
bodies, the slightly sweet, yeasty tang of spilled beer coalescing nauseatingly with the 
choking saccharine note of flavored vape smoke. The room was awash with prisms of light 
that spangled before her eyes, a strobing contrast of lights and darks that made it seem as if 


the floor was shifting beneath her feet. The music was turned up so loud that everything 
vibrated with a beat like war drums pounding in her chest. 


Alina found Genya upstairs in the student section, bellied up to the bar, radiant as ever, skin 
like spilled moonlight, lips painted macerated cherry red. “I stole these from the SBA,” she 
announced as Alina sidled up beside her, holding up a fistful of folded tickets, like a child 
who’d won big at Chuck E. Cheese. 


“Nice,” Alina complimented, accepting a portion of the stack. She preferred to avoid paying 
for her own drinks, whenever possible. 


“Where’s Mal?” Genya asked, accepting the vodka tonic shoved into her palm by a frazzled 
bartender, pressing a torn-off ticket into his impatiently outstretched palm in exchange. Alina 
wondered whether any of her classmates were tipping on the free drinks and guessed 
probably not. Felt a brief spark of guilt, piquant and fleeting. 


“No clue,” Alina shrugged, requesting the same as the bartender jerked his chin in her 
direction, soliciting her drink order. She did have a clue, of course, but she had yet to decide 
whether to tell Genya about the Zoya situation. Something about saying it out loud seemed 
too shaming. “He said he’ll be here, though.” 


“You do know he and Zoya are one hundred percent fucking each other, right?” Genya 
demanded, a certain edge to the way she asked the question, like she thought Alina would 
have had to be a complete fucking fool not to have seen it. Strange, considering that Alina 
might never have caught on, barring the snafu with the nudes. 


“T do know,” Alina nodded, “You know? And this is the first you’re saying anything about 
it?” There was a hot bloom behind her ribs, unfurling like something clawed come to kill, a 
taste of betrayal, bitter on the tongue. Genya was supposed to be her best friend. 


“Yes, I know. Everyone knows,” Genya rolled her eyes, unsympathetic, “And I couldn’t say 
anything. Shouldn t have said anything. Zoya’s dad is a major partner at my firm — I can’t 
exactly afford to piss her off.” 


Perhaps, faced with a similar situation, Alina would have made the same choice. Perhaps she 
would not have, and perhaps that would have made her a fool. She wasn’t angry with Genya, 
anyway — wasn’t even really angry with Zoya, truth be told. Both women bore the brunt of a 

misplaced scorn; something that lived much deeper. Alina was just angry in general; angry in 
her bones — sometimes she thought she had been born that way, with clenched fists. 


“Don’t tell me you’re actually mad,” Genya insisted, like she could decide for herself that it 
was so. “I thought you two were just hooking up.” 


“It’s Zoya,” Alina emphasized. 


“Yeah, that’s true,” Genya allowed, sighing, “Well, I don’t know what to tell you. Try stealing 
her Adderall. That would end her.” 


They both snorted at this, amused, all trespasses at least momentarily forgotten. 


“Ninety-five percent of the people in this room are probably the most insufferable human 
beings I’ve ever met,” Alina commented, turning outward to lean against the bar and survey 
the crowd, chewing on the straw of her second vodka tonic — she could pick at least four men 
out of the crowd, in just a cursory glance, who were wearing fleece vests and boat shoes, 
which just about said it all. 


“Yeah, that’s law students for you,” Genya agreed, shrugging, “Should we go dance with the 
general population, then?” 


“T’m definitely not grinding on any of these balding nerds,” Alina said. 


They descended the stairs, navigating like eels out onto the main dance floor, spinning up 
their own orbit of revelry, heads thrown back, letting the music guide their hips into a sinuous 
rhythm, the bass rattling their bones, feeding electricity into their marrow. It was so easy, 
with a few shots of vodka simmering in her blood, to shed every anxiety like a skin she’d 
outgrown. 


She looked up, in the midst of their dancing plague, to see Mal and Zoya forging a path 
toward them, through the crowd. Blinked and Mal was behind her, his hands warm and 
demanding on her hips and ribcage, the hard warmth of him pressed up against her as they 
danced together. She squeezed her eyes shut tight against the frantic strobe of the lights, 
relaxing into his lead. 


A girl who Alina had sat next to that semester in an International Negotiations course and her 
girlfriend, who’d summered at the same firm as Genya, joined them after a while, dragging 
them all over to the bar for two rounds of Vegas bombs, after which Alina was bubbly drunk, 
overconfident drunk, yes to everything drunk, dancing with her head tossed back, arms 
skyward, her hair wild and tangled in her face. 


When one of the girls passed around circular green pills with little bloated head aliens 
stamped into the face of them and told Alina to let it melt on her tongue, it was yes. When 
Mal, dancing behind her, fingers digging bluntly into the arcs of her hips, breath humid and 
forceful on her neck, stirring sweaty tendrils of hair by her ear, turned her chin to catch her 
lips, it was yes. When the girls tugged her away from him and asked if she wanted to join 
them in the restroom, it was yes. When they huddled into a handicapped stall together like a 
witches’ circle, cutting little lines onto the screen of someone’s cellphone with a black 
AmEx, and someone offered Alina a rolled up twenty, it was yes, fucking please, yes. 


She, Zoya, and Genya stumbled out of the restroom together, cackling hard over nothing, a 
superficial, uncomplicated closeness that was almost better, in the end, easier, than anything 
more honest would have been. Alina /Joved them — so what difference did it make that she 
also fucking hated them? 


Something caught Alina’s eye as she floated back out onto the dance floor, and it was if time 
stood still, or ceased to exist altogether, every present thing receding like a too loud, too 
bright tide, until there was only him. 


His rakish good looks delivered the same gut punch as they ever did, his atrociously white 
smile glowing pale blue in the dim violet light of the room. He sat with a woman tucked 


under his arm — a waifish, honey blonde whose collarbones stood out at the neckline of her 
dress like a kind of architecture, who was smiling up at him, gazing into his eyes like they 
were the only stars in endless miles of dark sky. Alina wasn’t sure if she had ever looked at 
him the same way, like he was some kind of salvation. Maybe she just knew better. 


A nameless feeling was growing inside of Alina, from just a glance at them, the algal bloom 
of it crowding out her guts, souring. This was why she never did coke — the high was too 
agitated, too edgy, burning in her brain, crossing wires, her impulses firing wildly. She was 
on a distinctly self-destructive bend, ankle deep in that rabbit hole always and electing to 
follow it down, down, down. 


She strayed from the circle of her friends, intercepted a bottle girl on her way to the couple's 
table, robbing her of a frosted fifth of Grey Goose, carrying it over to their booth and 
slamming it down with a resounding clang, knocking over several empty glasses. 


“Alina,” Aleksander greeted her, a tightness around his eyes which was either trepidation or 
anger, though it was hard to decipher which, given the flash of the lights, casting shadows up 
onto his face, carving out his cheekbones and eye sockets, monstrous milliseconds in which 
his face was like a demon’s mask, “I didn’t know you worked here.” 


Standing before him, beneath his heavy scrutiny, she felt suddenly, sweepingly disoriented, 
like she couldn’t for the life of her figure how she’d gotten there; how in god’s name she’d 
come to find herself interrupting him on a date with another woman. She didn’t recognize 
herself in this, and yet suddenly her mouth opened and she was speaking. 


“When are you going to come see your son?” she demanded, voice pitched high, histrionic, 
“He’s been asking about you.” 


“You have a son?” Aleksander’s date asked, surprised, her body posture effecting just the 
slightest lean away from him, like parenthood was something contagious that was catching. 


“Yes, he does,” Alina interjected before he could attempt any kind of smooth recovery, or 
disclaim her as insane, though she was — she absolutely was, and felt it. “Hasn’t paid me a 
dime in child support since he was born, mind you. I’d watch out for this one if I were you,” 
she warned, grave, “He likes to fuck without a condom — it’s a thing of his, you know? And 
he tells you it’s okay if you get pregnant; that he wants you to have his baby; and then he 
leaves you and your fat, pregnant ankles the second he gets the chance.” 


This seemed to be the final straw. Aleksander surged up from the table and Alina’s stomach 
dropped, a very real spasm of fear and anxiety seizing her as he drew up to his full height and 
she remembered that he was absolutely massive. 


“Outside,” he commanded her through gritted teeth, taking hold of her arm, long fingers 
digging into the meat of it as he swept past her in that direction. 


There was something fascinating, gratifying, in the way that he marched her from the club, 

grip manacled around her upper arm like she was disobedient child he was preparing to give 
a very stern talking to. Her heartbeat was raging in her chest, like a scared little rabbit’s, but 
she could feel a tightening between her legs, too, a vibration like a plucked string. She chose 


not to dwell on that dissonance, as it was always this way with him, her body slightly out of 
step with her mind. 


“That was an interesting little performance,” Aleksander said, drawing up to face her on the 
sidewalk outside of the club, looking down that regal nose of his at her, eyes narrowed, 
serpentine. There was real hatred there, Alina thought, but that was not all. “Practicing for 
your community theater debut?” 


“What the fuck are you doing here?” she retorted, trying to tug her arm back — he held it fast, 
holding her close enough that she had to crane her neck to look up into his eyes, “Are you 
stalking me?” 


“Don’t be fucking ridiculous,” he scoffed, haughty, “My office is only a few blocks from 
here,” 


“Likely story,” she rolled her eyes. 


“Are you jealous, Alinochka?” his tone was taunting and low, just a saccharine breath against 
her ear. It made a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold roll its way down her spine. That 
voice was the one that lived inside of her head, lived inside of the quiet, every moment she 
believed that she was alone. That was the voice that coaxed her towards orgasm when she 
touched herself beneath the covers, her own free hand manacled around her throat. 


“Fuck off,” she shook her head, dismissive. Jealousy was not a concept which had any 
application to what lived between them, growing in the dark like something single-celled, 
dividing. 


“T’ve told you many times, Alina — if you want me, I’m yours. We can leave right now, if you 
want,” he offered, reaching into his pocket and producing a key fob — halfway down the 
block, the lights of a sleek black Mercedes sports coupe flashed. “Ill take you home with 
me...you’ll only be in a little trouble for interrupting my date, but I’m betting you’ ll like your 
punishment,” his voice was corporeal, close, dripping over her like warm honey, “I know 
you’re the type.” 


It was actually absurd, the way she found herself leaning into him, unconscious, as if the 
sound of his voice had charmed her, snakelike, into its sway. What had become of her self 
control? Often she believed it had evaporated long before their meeting; that he had only 
happened to spot where she was so glaringly lacking and capitalized on it. But sometimes she 
preferred to believe that he himself had brought about her end, that he alone could be to 
blame for finding a frayed thread and pulling until she was totally unraveled. 


In the logical part of her mind, where everything lawful and carefully ordered lived, she knew 
she didn’t want him. Didn’t want to see him, didn’t want to think about him, and she had 
been so successful in staving it off, all of those long nights up studying for finals, when she 
could just as easily have called him, invited him to distract her from her Evidence flash cards. 
He would’ve come. Would’ve dropped anything for her — she knew this, somehow, and it was 
the exact reason why she had deleted his number. 


But whatever she thought she’d triumphed over, in trying to box him out of her mind, she 
was back at square one at the first glance of him with another woman. And it made no 
fucking sense. 


“Fuck off,” she said, shaking her head as much in answer as to clear it, “I’m here with Mal. I 
need to go.” 


“T thought I told you I didn’t want to see you with that fucking Boy Scout,” he reminded her, 
that sweet, imperious rage electrifying his eyes. 


“Then don’t look!” she retorted, turning on her heel to stalk back inside. 


Alina was already seeing red, well beyond reason, and then it came to her, as if from on high 
— she knew exactly how to even every score in one fell swoop; how to free herself from 
Aleksander’s tether; how to thrust Zoya from Mal’s favor. 


She caught Mal’s wrist as he came to meet her and dragged him down the back hallway of 
the bar, into the women’s restroom with her, ignoring his protests and those of the women 
washing their hands and reapplying lip gloss at the sinks, yanking him directly into a stall and 
locking the door. 


The floor was slippery-wet and strewn with strips of toilet paper and plastic drink cups lined 
the tank of the toilet. Alina pushed her mouth to his as he complained that she was going to 
get them kicked out, put on the sex offenders’ registry. 


He kissed her back anyway, big palm coming up to cup her face. Sweetly. A hand that would 
do absolutely no violence to her, would do practically nothing that she didn’t request of it. 
She was on fire in her skin, throbbing between her legs, a hard knock that almost hurt, taking 
that hand of his in hers and sliding it up the slit in her skirt. Thinking of Aleksander. Forcing 
herself not to think of Aleksander. Thinking of Zoya outside fucking fuming, cursing the 
gods. 


She wasn’t wearing any panties and the look on Mal’s face was everything. Turned on and 
bewildered, in awe of her, like he couldn’t even believe she fucking existed. And she was so 
fucking wet. And he may have been a Boy Scout, but his fingers curled into her pussy, sliding 
right into her where she was aching, needy, his thumb pushing up against her clit, and she 
was panting into his mouth all the same, arched so hard against him, into him, that she feared 
her back could break. Her vision was twinned, out of focus, and she was seeing Mal’s blue 
eyes and a pair that were much darker, unctuous as tar. 


She fumbled at Mal’s belt, pulling it open, unzipping his pants, tugging his cock out into her 
hand, giving it a friendly squeeze. She wanted it in her mouth, next. She went to sink to her 
knees before him, but he grabbed her at the elbow, held her up. 


“The floor is filthy,” he told her, shocked, though there was a strain in his voice that said 
stopping her had not been his favorite thing he had ever had to do. 


“T want to swallow your cock,” she insisted, breathy, squatting down instead, though no part 
of her cared, at this point, about spilled drinks or toilet water staining her skirt. She was so 


wasted and chaotic and on fire, imagining Aleksander’s fucking face as he imagined her 
doing this to someone else. 


She sucked him into her mouth, hollowing out her cheeks, seizing his hips to pull them in 
square against her face, her nose butting up against his pelvic bone. He wasn’t going to fuck 
her mouth like some kind of degenerate, not a chance, so she did it herself, taking control, 
bobbing her head, gagging herself on his cock. 


He was smaller than Aleksander, though not tremendously, so she could breathe easier past 
his cock in her mouth. It helped, too, that she could pull back off of him when she 
accidentally choked herself, clear her throat, without his fist in her hair, shoving his slick, 
throbbing cock back down her gullet. She rolled her eyes up to watch him, to watch the 
emotion and rapture pass over his face as his cock slid down her throat. 


“Jesus Christ, Alina,” Mal panted, hard, strained, “Can I?” 


He was really asking to cum in her mouth? She refrained from rolling her eyes and pulled 
back off of him, said, “I want you to do something for me.” 


“What?” Mal asked, bewildered, brows drawn together in what might have been actual pain. 
“Promise me something, or you can finish yourself off, Mal,” Alina insisted, forceful. 

“Yes, okay, what?” Mal agreed, breathy, impatient. 

“T want you to stop sleeping with Zoya.” 


Mal’s eyes, which had been squeezed tightly shut in horny consternation, snapped 
immediately open at this, fixing on Alina’s, searching them for anger, for hurt, for anything, 
which they would not find. “What... how...I thought...you said we could see other people,” 
he stammered, struggling for ‘defensive and indignant’ and falling somewhat short of it, 
given that his hard, spit-slick cock was still in her fist. 


“And we can, but I don’t want you fucking my friends. It’s messy. Agreed?” she asked, 
giving him a firm squeeze. 


He groaned, eyelids fluttering slightly. “Fucking Jesus, Alina. Yes, fine. I don’t give a shit, 
just please. ” 


“Good. Thank you,” she said, sitting triumphantly back onto her heels and taking him back 
into her mouth, deep, coaxing out every spasming pump of his orgasm onto the back of her 
tongue, swallowing it down. 


She pulled off of it wiping her mouth on the back of her hand as she rose back up to full 
height, and he asked her if they were okay, which she ignored. 


They left the bathroom together hand in hand, Mal trailing behind her not unlike a love- 
besotted puppy, and Alina made a great show of swiping a non-existent bead of jizz from her 
bottom lip, sucking it from her thumb, as they paraded past Aleksander’s table, wanting him 


to see, wanting him to know the score, know that he didn’t have her, that he’d never fucking 
have her. 


But he wasn’t so much as looking in their direction, quite preoccupied. His date, who Alina 
had apparently been unsuccessful in scaring away with talk of Aleksander’s bastard son, was 
in his lap, her face vacuumed to his face like something alien, arthropod, his hand jammed all 
the way up her dress like he was searching for something he’d lost. 


“T need to get some fresh air or I’m going to puke,” Alina told Mal, “I'll meet you upstairs in 
a minute.” 


She paced up and down the sidewalk, jittery, fuming, clutching at her elbows to hold in what 
little warmth she had left, taking dizzying drags from a dab pen, breath billowing. She was in 
a broken-winged spiral — this much was fairly apparent. The center had blown, and she was 
careening down out of the sky, in free fall. Spinning through space, seeking purchase. 


The storm raging inside of her had nowhere to go; she couldn’t make sense of it and had no 
clue what to do with it. 


Halfway down the block, something caught her eye. 
A cinder block. 


Such a completely absurd object to leave anywhere near a nightclub. But it felt right in her 
hands, nonetheless, as she hefted it up, the weight of it anchoring her to the earth, the 
roughness of the concrete a welcome tactility against her palms. She lifted it higher, cocked it 
back, up beside her ear, and sent it sailing, straight through the back window of Aleksander 
Morozova’s Mercedes. 


There was something about the air in the mountains — so thin and sharp it was like 
swallowing a sword — that Alina had found particularly bracing. It was as if the breeze, 
whipping in across the buried peaks, had swept into the dish of her mind and cleared it totally 
out. 


She felt renewed, somehow, recentered, like she could start the next semester with a clean 
slate. She would cut back on the drinking and the partying and be better off for it, a more 
dedicated student. She would so enjoy the self-righteousness of being that kind of person, 
turning down a drink while the rest of her friends over-indulged, sloppy. 


Checking her email in the airport lounge while waiting with Mal on their flight back to New 
York, clearing out various notices from the student orgs she belonged to, she found she had 
received an email from the Dean of Students’ office. With an inexplicable trepidation 
curdling her gut, she opened it. 


Upon the first read, she skimmed the letter quickly, hitting only the high points, lingering on 
one in particular: her merit-based scholarship for the coming semester had been rescinded. 


The bottom of her stomach dropped out: she was in free fall again, pinwheeling down out of 
the sky. 


Through a second read, she gleaned that an anonymous report had been sent to the Dean of 
Students’ office over winter break, detailing events that had taken place during a school- 
sponsored end of semester party. Behaviors which were in violation of the code of conduct 
she had sworn to uphold, upon enrollment her first year. 


She read the email no less than eleven times, and each time it grew less and less 
comprehensible, as if the words crawling across the page were in constant motion, switching 
and rearranging at will. An anonymous report? About what events? 


Alina remembered most of what had taken place at the end of semester party, and it was fair 
to say, perhaps, that much of it was not exactly in line with the student code of conduct. But 
who on earth would have turned her into the Dean’s office, given that they were al/ engaging 
in the same exact behavior? 


Unless... 
He wouldn’t have fucking dared. Would he? 


Meddling in her actual life was so completely out of line; and yet, was it totally 
incomprehensible to think that he might really go to such a length, to ensure that she needed 
him? That she had no choice but to seek him out, to submit herself to his will? 


Their flight was called to board, then, and Alina had no choice but to close her laptop, to try 
to put the email out of her mind until they were back in New York and she could strategize, 
try to put the fire out, try to fix what had gone irreparably wrong while she was out of town. 
Beside her, Mal slept, open-mouthed, head lolling onto her shoulder, without a care in the 
world. 


At home, she called the school to speak with the Dean of Students, to demand an explanation, 
to insist on due process of the law; on seeing the evidence being levied against her; on 
confronting her accuser. Aiming for even-tempered, for collected but firm, and missing it by 
near a mile, the frantic, harried edge in her voice impossible to disguise. 


She was told that it was not in her best interest to pursue a more formal hearing, that to do so 
would only put her in danger of expulsion. It was much better, she was told, to absorb the 
loss and keep her head down from now on, her nose clean. To let her ship go down, miles 
from shore, without a sound. 


She tried groveling, tried weeping, tried rolling out the entire sad parade of her various 
childhood traumas, to curry some sort of sympathy, but in the end, there was to be no 
clemency, no salvation. 


They told her: she was lucky that they were keeping the report from her record; someone 
probably should have been contacting the police, but she was such a promising student, they 
didn’t see a need to go that far; scholarships could be rescinded at will, anyway, so they 
actually owed her no explanation, but had offered her one to encourage her to improve her 


behavior before it became a real problem; all reports had to remain anonymous, so they 
couldn’t have showed her the actual contents if they wanted to, etc. 


The bottom line, when all of it was said and done: she had until the end of the week to 
arrange payment of her tuition. 


Which was just fucking fantastic. 


Alina practically shattered her knuckles pounding on his apartment door, a bass note which 
reverberated all the way down the hall. The doorman downstairs had remembered her, though 
she could have sworn, given a lie detector test, that she had never seen his face in her entire 
life, and would have passed. She had never visited him here before sober, but she was sober 
now, painfully so. 


He opened the door looking infuriatingly at ease, in absurdly sharp contrast with the way she 
felt, like her insides were made of shattered bits of glass. He wore basic gray sweatpants and 
an undershirt, his feet bare. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen him look as human. 


“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the little felon herself,” he greeted her, mouth tilting into a 
peculiarly fond smirk as he regarded her standing there, heels planted in a wide, angry stance 
on his doormat. “Come on in. Here to break a few more windows?” 


The delectable curl of his mouth was making her even angrier. How he could dare to be so 
attractive when she was so determined to be repulsed by him, she couldn’t fathom. She 
followed him deeper into the apartment as he turned away from the door, positioning herself 
at a decent distance, keeping the marble stretch of his kitchen island between them. 


“T want to know why you would do it,” she said, the words sharp like spitting tacks. 


“Alinochka, darling, I’ve had a very long day,” he sighed, crossing to the built-in bar to pour 
them each a glass of something deeply amber, sliding hers across the island to her, “I really 
don’t have the patience for riddles.” 


“Why would you go to my school, you fucking bastard?” she clarified, gripping the short 
crystal glass tightly enough in her palm to shatter it, to crush it into sand. 


“Pardon?” he seemed genuinely caught off guard, no recognition flickering in the flat glassy 
dark of his eyes, but Alina knew he wore many masks, and innocence was one of them. 


“Don’t fucking deny it,” she insisted, her voice coming out of her ragged with hatred, with 
ire, “I lost my fucking scholarship because of you. You ruined my fucking life.” 


“Alina, be honest with yourself,” he chastised her, what little warmth there had been in his 
voice receding, a suddenly frigid tide, “If you lost your scholarship, it was probably because 
of you. And you really don’t appear to need my help ruining your life — it seems like you’ ve 
got that covered.” 


“Fuck you!” she shouted, flinging the glass of scotch at his head on some awful impulse and 
missing — it shattered against the upper cabinets, a shower of fragmented crystal, dripping 
with liquor. 


“Enough,” he snarled, clearly taken aback, clearly furious that she’d just tried to brain him 
with a full glass. They were fighting now, for real. His shoulders square, chest puffed out. 


And it was not enough, not nearly. Her insides were still raging — screaming, on fire. She 
seized the next closest breakable object — a milk glass vase with a single olive branch stuck 
down inside it. It went the same way, an inch shy of his ear, shattering, loud, explosive, the 
way she felt inside, the exact same sounds her insides were making. 


“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he demanded, rounding the island to seize her wrists, 
having lunged for her even as her wrist cocked back, vase in hand. 


“What the fuck is wrong with me?" she demanded, crazed. “What the fuck is wrong with you! 
Why would you tell them about the window? Why would you do this to me? I could’ve 
gotten expelled!” her voice was cracking with hurt. His cruelty had never been this cruel. 
“Let go of me,” she insisted, teeth gritted, attempting to yank her hands free — he held fast, 
tighter than she’d felt before. His strength, of yet, had always been kept carefully in check — 
she hadn’t even realized to what extent. But it wasn’t now, and she could feel the bones in her 
wrists grinding together in his grip. 


“Calm down,” he insisted, pulling her in closer, trying to get his arms around her, like he’d 
squeeze her into submission, somehow, python-like. 


“No!” she howled, feral, dropping her weight, hard, forcing him to either let go of her arms or 
pull them from their sockets. He let go. 


From the floor, she reached for a porcelain bowl on a low shelf, something else to hurl at the 
walls, to destroy, but he was there in an instant, leaning over her, seizing her wrists again, 
insisting that she stop, then kneeling over her when she would not, pressing her wrists to her 
chest to restrain her, pinning her to the floor, on her back, as she resisted. She writhed like a 
madwoman and he sat on her thighs, her wrists pinned in so tight against her chest she could 
scarcely breathe past the pressure of them. 


“Calm down,” he insisted again, angry with her, but scared of her, too, she could tell — the 
wild, unpredictable, explosive tide of her emotions. It thrilled her in some way, his fear. 


She freed a wrist, slapped him, hard. In an instant, he had her on her stomach, her wrists 
pinned behind her back, now, tight enough and at such an angle that to pull at them in the 
slightest caused a tearing pain in her shoulder joints, as though he’d pull them from their 
sockets without hesitation. As though he felt he’d have to. He was draped over her, almost, a 
crushing weight, keeping her still, his knees digging into her calves, pinning her legs down. 


She was trapped, incapable of rending him or herself or his apartment to pieces, so she did 
the only thing her body could think to do with the rage instead — she sobbed. Hard, awful, 
like her chest would crack open to free something hideous. She wept, and he, on her back, 


blanketing her, held her wrists down with one hand and stroked her hair with the other, 
murmuring in her ear that it was okay, to take it easy, just breathe. 


“T didn’t contact your school, Alina,” he swore to her, a low soothe, “I promise you, I have 
much better things to do with my time. Just relax, sweetheart. Be a good girl for me, and papa 
will fix it for you.” 


Did she believe him? Did it really make any difference? 


After a while, the violence went out of her crying — on top of her, he could feel the mad 
tension drain out of her body, and released her wrists once it did. He remained on top of her, 
but propped himself up a little, taking away some of his weight, still stroking her hair, 
rhythmic, soothing. 


She rolled over and he allowed it, arching up on his elbows a little to give her the space. They 
stared one another in the eye for a long while, her crying having devolved into the odd 
intermittent sniffle. His eyes were soft, dark, understanding, but downturned with concern. 
He thumbed away the last tears that skipped down her cheeks. 


She wiped her nose on her sleeve, then reached up to touch his face — the red mark, where 
she’d slapped him, was still quite hot against her palm. She regretted it — it was so unlike her. 
But then again, she was beginning to realize that maybe she didn’t have as firm of a grasp on 
who she was or what she stood for as she thought she did. 


Tears started to well in her eyes again, but he put his thumb to her rounded chin, said, 
“Enough,” leaning down over her to kiss her, a soft peck. 


She craned her neck up off the floor to follow, to put her mouth back to his, with tenfold 
intensity, on fire in a different way, suddenly, looping her arms around his neck to pull him in 
close. 


She kissed him like she could devour him, like he was hers, like she was in control, even 
from beneath him, a hand on his dick through his sweatpants, bringing one of his palms up to 
cup her tit, pushing her hard nipple into his hand. It was simple, that switch, an effortless 
rechanneling of energy. Rage was, after all, only another kind of passion. 


She wanted to feel him inside of her, convinced that his body could not lie to her the same 
way his mouth could. She wanted him, even now, even believing that he’d done what she 
believed he’d done. Wanted him even though she was a fucking fool to want him like she did. 


“Take it easy,” he was saying in between kisses as she reached for the button of her own 
jeans, but she couldn’t, wouldn’t, getting them unzipped, yanking them down along with her 
underwear, struggling to get them down over her ass. 


“No, just fuck me, I want you to fuck me,” she insisted, frenzied. “I need it, please.” 


He flipped her back over onto her belly, and as she started to squirm, resisting the change in 
control, placed a hand over the nape of her neck, murmuring, “Easy, easy, be still, malyshka.” 


He pulled her pants and underwear down with his free hand, just to mid-thigh, and as she 
squirmed a little, impatient, his thumb stroked along the side of her neck, gentling. He got his 
dick into his hand, pressed it against her, sinking just the head inside, through undeniable 
copious wetness. She had so clearly lost all sense — it seemed she might never find her way 
back to it. 


She made a sound, something needy, involuntary, and he chuckled, driving into her deeper, 
spreading her open around him. She hadn’t the leverage to do more than lay there beneath 
him and feel — feel her body straining to accommodate his, feel the weight of him, pressing 
her down into the rug, feel the warmth of his hand against the back of her neck. It was a car 
bomb blast of pure sensation, right up her spine. A burn, an ache, a tension. Coiled like a 
snake, adder fangs and all. 


He was deadly silent, fucking up into her, filling her body up with his like she was some 
cracked vase, overfilled, spilling over. With so little foreplay, the struggle to take him was 
more pronounced than it had ever been, but he didn’t seem concerned, didn’t seem in a hurry. 
He was so heavy, his weight over her grounding, subduing her. Her fingers dug down into the 
pile of the rug, seeking purchase. A low sound rolled from her throat, unbidden. He reached 
down to smooth the hair out of her face, away from her flushed cheek, whispering sweetly 
about how fucking well she was taking it. 


He opened her up around him as delicately as he ever had, his hips churning against her ass 
in slow revolutions, drawing out every thrust to really let her feel it, feel all of him, boring his 
way into her. She squirmed, but not enough to free herself, not sure if she wanted to. Her 
entire body was on fire, shimmers of sparks sizzling through her bones with every thrust. He 
filled her up so full that he was her, and she was him, and there was no longer any 
identifiable place where she ended and he began. 


She was sweating, and disheveled, and almost unhinged, every muscle in her body tensed to 
the point of almost pain as she balanced on the razor’s edge of orgasm, not sure whether to 
lean into it or away. The decision seemed not to be her own, anyway — he fucked her so 
steadily, palm at the small of her back, holding her still, that it was inevitable, and she came 
then with a pitiful sob, in ripples that cramped up her entire abdomen, tearing through her 
like shockwaves, ebbing and then cresting over and over again, unrelentingly, as he continued 
to drive up inside of her, gentle but unceasing. 


She was crying again, she realized, as the tide of the orgasm receded, allowed her to breathe 
— tears sliding, saline, along the bridge of her nose. She couldn’t manage to pull it together — 
not when he’d pulled her so determinedly apart, like plucking the wings from a fly. 


“This is what happens, malyshka, when you don’t do what I say,” his sympathy was a low, 
mocking soothe as he stroked her hair, ““You got yourself into big trouble, didn’t you?” 


“Yes,” she wept, pitifully soft, helpless tears on her cheeks. 


“You want me to fix it for you?” he asked, the rise and fall of his hips an inexorable 
metronome against her, ““You want me to make it all better? Tell me, pretty girl.” 


“Yes, please, Sasha,” she begged, her voice hoarse, broken, from all of the crying. 


“And you'll be a good girl for me from now on, won’t you?” he urged her. The 
condescension in his voice was as fucking sick as it was delicious, had her panting, clenching 
down around him hard. 


“Yes, Sasha, I can be good,” she insisted. Anything, anything he wanted if he could just make 
it okay again. 


“Oh, I bet you can,” he agreed. “Why don’t you come for me, Alinochka? That should make 
you feel much better, don’t you think?” 


“T can’t,” she shook her head. 
“Shh, of course you can,” he told her, sure. 


The tension coiled tighter and tighter with each deep grinding thrust, building and building 
with nowhere to go, never topping out, like a cup that only ever grew more full. It broke over 
her, finally, floodgates swinging suddenly open, the orgasm seizing her in its grip and rending 
her, tooth and nail, leaving her shuddering around him and in her skin like it might separate 
from her bones and slide free. 


She was making a sound that she didn’t even recognize, once she drew enough breath to do 
so, feeling his smile on her skin as he kissed her neck. “Fuck,” she cried out, disoriented, 
drunk with the pleasure, vision fuzzy. 


He came inside her and it was so final, so resolute, that her hiccupping sob rose to join his 
satisfied groan as he filled her obscenely full, his fluids spilling out around his final few slow, 
dragging thrusts. He lay there, collapsed over her, for a while, pinning her to the ground. 


He pulled away from her slowly, sitting back on his heels. “I’Il call the school tomorrow 
morning and sort out your tuition,” he said, like it all had only been a business dealing, like 
they should have been stood across a conference table from one another, shaking hands. 


If he was lying, if he had done this to her, brought her so sweepingly to her knees, nearly 
jeopardizing her entire future, he had gotten away with it. There was nothing more to be said. 
He wanted her to need him? Now she did. Whether she wanted him, too, was her own choice, 
was something auxiliary to sort out in her own mind. But ultimately, it made no difference. 


“Now clean yourself up, and get the hell out of my apartment,” he instructed as he stood, 
tugging up the waistband of his sweatpants to tuck himself back inside, reaching up to 
smooth his disheveled hair back into place. ““You’ve been a god awful brat.” 


She peeled herself up off the floor, legs coltish, shaky. She felt so fragile, like all of her skin 
had been flayed from her, but she would not ask to stay. A bead of their combined fluids 
tracked a slow path down the inside of her thigh as she tugged her pants and underwear back 
up, fastened her jeans at the waist. 


“And be careful not to step on any of that glass,” he called to her as he left the room. 


VI 


“Who’s that texting you?” Genya asked, arching a brow as Alina’s phone buzzed in her palm 
for at least the fourth time in the last hour. 


They were collapsed into unyielding leatherette armchairs, sat across from one another in the 
campus’ most recently renovated student lounge, the space freshly imbued with a harsh, 
aesthetically empty edge, as frigidly modern as a medical spa waiting room, all of the rich, 
warm wood accents of a bygone era of academia deemed passé. They’d kicked their boots up 
onto the faux marble slab of the coffee table, sipping from Solo cups of cheap red wine, bitter 
on the tongue, staining the enamel of their teeth. 


It was ‘Thirsty Thursday,’ another school-sponsored opportunity to imbibe, which they 
attended each week after their Professional Responsibility and Ethics class, in which, 
ironically enough, they were often proselytized to, by their barrel-gutted professor, a former 
practitioner of mass torts litigation, about the rising number of attorneys with serious 
drinking problems; about how he, as a young associate, had journeyed down the same path, 
showing up to court still soused from the night previous, before finding the strength within to 
wrest himself from the maw of the beast. 


Regardless, free wine was free wine, so Genya and Alina showed up most weeks, proffering 
their cups for their two designated pours of vino so bitter it sucked all the moisture from the 
tongue. Most of the comfort was in the routine of it — a moment to unwind, something to be 
relied on. A set-aside space to take a breath. 


“Tt’s a partner from my firm,” Alina replied, her Solo cup clenched between her knees as she 
thumbed out a reply, “I told you about him, right? The one with the boat?” 


“The one you let eat you out on said boat?” Genya clarified. 


“Once,” Alina defended herself, shuddering, her body physically rejecting the memory of 
ducking down into the galley to make another pitcher of margaritas, him bending her over the 
narrow little counter, yanking down her bikini bottoms and eating her out from behind while 
two of his friends and their inappropriately aged girlfriends, up above, sat out on the prow 
playing a drinking game. 


“T never know whether to be jealous of you, afraid of you, or afraid for you,” Genya 
commented, her expression deeply considering, lips pursed as she puzzled it out. “In this 
case, I think it’s the latter. Pretty risky move, fucking your boss.” 


“Hence why it only happened once,” Alina said, affecting a slightly defensive posture. She 
felt she could not fairly be held accountable for something she’d done under the influence of 
$500 afiejo and strawberry margarita mix — it felt like ages ago now, anyway; something that, 
even to begin with, had always felt like it had happened to someone else. She’d merely 
hovered above the ocean-liner, a detached observer. 


“But he’s still texting you,” Genya pointed out, skeptical. 


Genya never explicitly disapproved of anything Alina did, regardless of how ill-advised, but 
Alina knew this was less so out of any earnest effort to be a supportive friend, and more so 
out of a self-serving interest in being reliably entertained by Alina’s antics, a steady influx of 
experiences to live vicariously through. 


“He’s just texting me about work,” Alina shook her head. “I guess he’s settled for the slightly 
lesser role of mentor, since I told him he’s never getting in my pants again.” 


“Sounds kosher,” Genya said. 


“T want to switch practice groups, anyway,” Alina shrugged, necking the remainder of her 
drink with a wince, trying to drink fast enough not to taste it, “Capital Markets is a fucking 
sausage fest.” 


“The entire profession is a fucking sausage fest,” Genya pointed out, “It’s seriously bleak.” 


Far be it from Alina to argue against that point. Though the law school never missed an 
opportunity to mention that at present, a greater percentage of enrolled law students 
throughout the United States were women, one look at the distribution of leadership at the top 
firms in the market told a vastly different story — a slew of white men’s faces, of thinning 
gray hair, like rows of dead presidents. 


“T should head out,” Genya sighed heavily, finishing off her second cup of wine mixed with 
Sprite, which disguised the actual flavor of the wine fairly decently, though the carbonation 
was slightly off-putting, “David’s making us handmade pasta for dinner, and he promised we 
could watch old seasons of Project Runway if I promised to only do my Tim Gunn 
impression once.” 


“So cute I could fucking puke,” Alina rolled her eyes. She found herself wondering, not 
rarely, why such a thing had never appealed to her; why she felt the compulsion, something 
twisted and deeply harbored, to shirk anything that might feel more secure than what 
someone like Mal had always offered — uncomplicated, superficial connection that was 
hardly connection at all, except in the physical sense. 


“You heading home?” Genya asked as they shouldered their bags and dumped their crushed 
Solo cups into the nearby trash. 


“No, Mal’s out watching the game with his friends, and I told him I’d stop by and hang out 
for a bit,” Alina shrugged. It may well have been a Thursday, but she was neither tired nor 
inebriated enough, by far, to call it a night. If she crawled into bed this wired she’d be up 
until dawn, staring up at the ceiling above her bed until the stucco warped and crawled like 
something live. Perhaps pinching one of Zoya’s Adderall from her purse this afternoon had 
not been a particularly inspired choice. 


“You've totally convinced yourself that that’s what you want, huh?” Genya asked her, an 
almost awed edge to the wondering, which fell just short of admiration. 


“Convinced myself?” Alina repeated, scoffing, like the suggestion was absurd. “I wouldn’t 
say that.”” Why would anyone say that? 


“Yeah, no, of course,” Genya brushed her off with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Hey, if 
you stay over at your place tonight, can you pop over to mine and water my plants? I haven’t 
been home in like a week; I think they’re probably totally dead, but you never know.” 


“Yeah, no problem,” Alina said, knowing her thumb was, by far, even blacker than Genya’s. 


“Have a nice time with little Malyen,” Genya called as they parted ways on the stairs, “Go 
Giants!” 


She met Mal and his friends at an Irish pub — a place with differently-sized paper shamrocks 
pasted up in the windows; a haphazard, monochromatic collage of green construction paper 
bleached by the sun. The signage on the face of the building looked weathered, the American 
and Irish flags anchored to the facade equally so, rustling softly in a negligible breeze. 


The light inside the place was a low, uninviting dim, the bar-top a dingy, unappealing green, 
the floor furnished in worn-down, sticky red carpeting. As on the outside, the place wore its 
agedness boldly, like it was asserting itself as an institution, a rock, unmoved by the changing 
of tides — a statement something like a baby boomer’s staunch refusal to learn how to use a 
computer. A stubbornness just shy of admirable. 


It was fairly crowded for a Thursday — tall, broad bodies packed in elbow to elbow, standing 
around with beers cradled loosely in fists; gray-haired men planted into stools like a root 
system tethered them there, drinking down beer after draft beer until the world itself receded, 
like they had always been there and always would be. 


Alina pressed herself forward into Mal’s kiss, accepted the beer he tucked into her palm, the 
arm he curved loosely around her waist, an offhandedly staked claim he had never before 
made publicly. He touched her with total comfort — his fingers, curled around her hip, seared 
like a brand. 


She sipped dispassionately at her beer and just sort of existed there in the throng of men, in 
the mug of testosterone and the covert, insidious seethe of misogyny. Pretended not to hear 
the jokes Mal’s friends were making about their girlfriends; the women they likened to 
shrieking harpies behind their backs but begged to warm their beds, to coddle them like a 
mother, just as soon as no one was listening. 


She wondered, idly, why these men didn’t simply fuck each other. They lived and died by 
male validation, their every move a calculated play for their friends’ approval. Should not the 
passion and conquest of sex have been the ultimate manifestation of all that obvious 
yearning? 


In the midst of her pondering, Mal’s team apparently won a significant play, and the bar 
erupted into an alarmingly discordant crossfire of cheering and booing. Alina was jostled, 
rebuffed, as Mal surged forward into the circle of his friends, the entire group exchanging 
swaying, back-slapping hugs the likes of which even troops delivered home from war might 
not have seen. 


This current of ecstatic energy was shared with Alina, too, as Mal gathered her up into his 
arms and kissed her, sloppily, slantwise, on the mouth, his lips IPA sour. Kissing her, he 
jerked forward suddenly, biting down on her bottom lip, driven into her by the force of 
someone else’s body — some dude on his way to the bar misjudging the distance between 
people, probably drunkenly, and colliding with Mal. 


It was clearly unintentional — the guy who’d done it didn’t even seem to know how he’d 
wronged Mal. Not, of course, until Mal responded by cocking a fist back and punching him 
in the face, a driving strike, the animal impulse of a brawler, whose instinctive form of 
communication was written across his knuckles. 


It was absolute chaos in an instant, the two men launching into a proper fist-fight, other well- 
meaning drunks attempting to pull them apart but getting sucked into the fracas, throwing 
fists of their own. The divide was obvious, once they all started fighting, once their reason for 
fighting warped into something sports team-oriented, a perhaps obvious conclusion in such a 
setting — the navy blue shirts vs. the crimson red shirts, a dichromatic death match. 


Too near to the fray, Alina ended up getting knocked down onto the sticky bar floor as one of 
Mal’s friends surged forward to back him in the fight, and she felt the exquisitely sharp 
sensation of something slicing through her tights and into the skin of her knee — most likely a 
broken beer bottle that had been dropped at the onset of the skirmish. 


The bar security forged an inevitable path through the tangled crush of the crowd, arriving to 
drag Mal out of the center of the fray, pinning his still wind-milling arms behind his back. 
The crowd closed back in as soon as they left, knitting itself back together like a wound. With 
Mal gone, everyone else seemed to come immediately to their senses, like they hadn’t a clue 
what they were fighting for to begin with, like he and his primal rage had been a kind of 
spreading poison, dropped into the center of them. They looked around bewildered for a 
moment, eyes blinking dumbly, blank, then returned to drinking. 


Mal’s friends drifted from the bar after him once they’d paid up their tabs, while Alina, 
instead, fought through the crowd in the opposite direction, elbowing and shouldering her 
way toward the restroom, blood running a hot path down her knee to pool in her Chelsea 
boots. She ran a paper towel under the tap and swabbed at her knee as a text from Mal pinged 
in. 


- We’re going to another bar about a block from here. You in? 
She gritted her teeth, not only from the pain, and typed out a reply one handed. 
- You go ahead. I think I'll head out. 


His reply came momentarily, and when it did, she scarcely glanced at it before thumbs- 
upping it. 


- You good? 


The security guard who’d dragged Mal from the bar stood at the curb lighting a cigarette as 
Alina emerged, as cleaned up as she was going to get without ditching the shredded tights. 


“Tf you’re looking for that asshat you were with, he dipped,” he informed her, giving her a 
slow once-over as he did, lighter catching the end of his bobbing cigarette, “Fucking piece of 
work, that dude. Hope that’s not your boyfriend.” 


“No, he’s not,” Alina said, glancing down at her phone as it vibrated with another text. She 
couldn’t confidently say whether any part of her expected it to be Mal, apologizing, asking if 
she was really okay. But it wasn’t. 


- Working late tonight. You should come see me. 


A second text came immediately after — a dropped pin which, should she choose to follow it, 
like a found treasure map, would take her directly to Aleksander’s office, directly to the man 
himself, who was summoning her, now, just as she’d vowed never to heed. 


“Your knee is bleeding,” the security guard pointed out, scanning Alina’s body with casual 
disinterest, from cleavage to knee. 


“No fucking shit,” Alina snapped, hobbling off down the street. 


The building which housed Anvil’s corporate offices was eerie in its utter vacancy at such an 
hour — the only soul Alina happened upon, on her way into the building, was the nighttime 
security guard, who greeted her at the front desk and requested that she sign in, before giving 
her a visitors pass and buzzing her into the elevator. 


The motion-detection lights on the thirtieth floor snapped on as she stepped out of the 
elevator, flooding the space with a buzzy fluorescence. Trepidation was crawling in her gut 
like something thousand-legged, and she felt like she was in a horror movie; like the dreadful 
thing that had been just out of her sight for the entire film, lurking always in the margin of 
every shot, was just down the hall, waiting for her, all sharp teeth and claws. And here she 
was, delivering herself to it. 


The office was a ghost town throughout — the only sign of recent human intervention was the 
spectral blue glow of computers left logged in, and the only sound to split the unflinching 
quiet the soft whir of modem fans. The layout was quite open, the desks arranged in little 
pods in the center, with what she imagined were executives’ offices and conference rooms 
tucked away, afforded their own space around the periphery. 


The surrounding walls of the office were flat, enormous panes of glass — windows that 
stretched floor to ceiling, so you could stand there at night, staring up into the inky darkness 
of the light-polluted sky, or down, dizzyingly far, into the midnight street, into the steady floe 
of traffic, cars moving about like children’s toys on a track. She felt like she was in a shiny 
white soap bubble, floated atop the skyline. 


“Come here, Alina,” Aleksander called to her from down the hall, voice projecting, loud, like 
that of an entitled CEO shouting for his secretary. 


Alina, feeling suddenly overwarm, peeled her way out of her winter coat and slung it across 
someone’s desk, knocking askew a framed portrait of their Yorkie, before following the 
sound of his voice down the hall to his office. 


It was cavernous, his office, and furnished in pieces which were modular and modern — 
composed of blunt angles and slabs of neutral, glossy oak. The overall aesthetic was severely 
lacking in warmth, but perhaps that should not have much surprised her, as the same was 
echoed in the eyes of the man who sat in the large, black leather chair behind the grand 
executive desk, penciling something into the calendar spread across it. Strikingly dark and 
strikingly cold, those eyes, like a vast, empty night sky. 


“Just so you know, this isn’t how it’s going to be between us from now on — that you call for 
me and I come running,” she informed him sharply as she stood, darkening his doorway, 
hesitant to take even a single step closer without making this abundantly clear, “The literal 
only reason I showed up this time is because I was bored.” 


He glanced up at her briefly and said, “You’re bleeding.” 


“Where’s the rest of your militia?” she asked him, a quarter turn on her heel to peer further 
down the hall, to make sure none of the other glass offices were occupied, “You’re the only 
one who works this late?” 


“Come sit down, Alina,” he instructed her, terse, “Stop hovering.” 


She drew in closer, dragging her feet, somewhat, as he reached into one of the lower drawers 
of his desk to produce a rather thick first aid kit. Playing doctor, were they? Or was it school 
nurse? 


“Here,” he set down his pen to beckon her over, moving aside a sheaf of papers to clear a 
space for her on the desk, “Let me take a look at that knee. I really can’t have you bleeding 
all over my office.” 


She hoisted herself up to sit on the edge of his desk and he reached in first to tear a larger 
hole in the knee of her tights, to clear the field. The sound of it had her mind wandering 
elsewhere, had her fingers curling around the lip of the desk, digging in until she felt 
grounded enough to breathe regularly. 


“What happened?” he asked her, ripping open an alcohol swab, first, to cleanse around the 
wound. 


“T fell on some glass,” she explained, cavalier, though wincing at the tenderness of the area as 
he put pressure on it. He noticed, but didn’t ask whether she was alright, or offer to stop. 


“At a bar, I’m guessing? You think that might be a sign?” he asked, tossing one swab into the 
waste-bin beside his desk, tearing open another. 


“A sign of what?” she scoffed. 


“That you’re hitting it a little too hard,” he said. 


She had fully intended to snap at him anyway, but in that exact moment, he dabbed the 
alcohol swab directly over the open wound. “Ow, fuck you!” she yelped, half at the surprise, 
half at the sting of the alcohol, yanking her knee back out of his reach. 


“Do you want me to fix it or not, milaya?” he demanded, deadly serious, eyes narrowed with 
a surgeon’s unwavering focus. 


“You could’ve warned me,” she grumbled, deflating, lowering her knee back down. “You 
know, you’re really supposed to give someone a bottle of whiskey to drink when you perform 
medical procedures without anesthetic,” she winced as he started again, “Have you never 
seen a movie in your life?” 


“T think you’ve had enough to drink, Alinochka,” he replied, hands steady, attention square, 
“And I’m sure you can handle it — you’re tough. Now sit still.” 


“T had one beer, and I didn’t even get to finish it. I’m excruciatingly sober right now,” she 
rolled her eyes at him, but gritted her teeth and managed to bear it, his doctoring her knee. 


“So you’re just a clumsy little fool, then,” he remarked, squeezing a daub of Neosporin onto 
his finger, smearing it into the wound. Something about the sensation of him touching her 
there, where her skin was split, made a tense shiver slide like an ice cube along her spine. 
There was really no part of her, was there, that would not come to know the feel of his skin. 


“If those are my only two options,” she shrugged. She would usually have argued with such 
an assessment, but didn’t really see the profit in it, now. 


“When was your last tetanus shot?” he asked her as he plastered on the bandage, affixing it to 
her knee. 


“Who cares?” she replied, dubious. 


“How are you going to suck my cock with lockjaw?” he pointed out, which, through she 
screwed up her lips in an attempt to quell it, made her smirk. If he really thought that that 
was what she was here to do, he was out of his mind. “There you go,” he told her, once he 
was finally done, trashing the dirtied alcohol swabs and paper bandage tabs. “Good as new.” 
It was such a dad’ phrase, good as new. 


“Kiss it,” she found herself saying, wondering just how far it went, that paternal energy. 


“What’s that?” he asked, zipping up and putting away his first aid kit. She couldn’t be sure if 
he actually hadn’t heard her, or if he was giving her an out, an opportunity to change her 
mind. As though her mind were involved in the first place, as if it ever was when it came to 
him. 


“You have to kiss it, to make it better,” she insisted, pouty. 


He shot her a dark look, one that said no fucking way. But her look, in return, must’ve said 
something far more convincing, because he did it, ducking his head as she sat before him on 
the edge of his desk to press a kiss right above the bandage he’d affixed to her knee. 


She shifted on the desk to part her knees, just incrementally, not escaping his notice. He 
looked up at her to glare, disapproving, annoyed, but his hands were of a different mind 
altogether, palms stroking along the sides of her thighs, warm, abrasive. She sighed, easing 
her legs even further apart, leaning back, planting her palms behind her on the desk. She was 
wearing a skirt, which probably toed the line of obscene, in all reality. But she couldn’t really 
find it in herself to care. 


He kissed the inside of one knee, then the other, perfectly delicate, almost chaste, though in 
context, not so. Then, shirking all restraint in a single electric instant, he yanked her to the 
very edge of the desk, reaching between her legs to find the seam of her tights and shredding 
them, tearing them open entirely, from crotch to knee, so that he could kiss bare skin, all the 
way up the insides of her thighs, then determinedly higher. She rolled up the hem of her skirt, 
bunching it into a belt at her waist as he held her underwear aside, thumbs coming in to 
spread her open before him. 


Her head lolled back as soon as his mouth touched her — too heavy, by far, for her neck to 
continue to hold up, not if she was to have any energy to focus on the sensation of him down 
between her thighs. She spread her legs further, straining at the joints in her hips, wide as 
they’d go, and he held them apart, palms cradled under her thighs. He licked at her softly, his 
tongue alternately flat, lapping, then pointed — mouthing at her, then suckling, ever so 
delicately. He was skillful, precise — demanding, almost, his mouth coaxing at her, seeming to 
convince her to like what he was doing before she’d managed to decide if she did. 


It wasn’t this way with anyone else — all the times she’d laid back, painstakingly constructing 
a scaffolding of desire in her own mind, trying to build a world in which she could possibly 
come from what the idiot between her legs was doing. With Aleksander, it wasn’t necessarily 
that it was quick, that he got her there in mere moments, because that often wasn’t so. It was 
that it was inevitable — she could feel the current of it from the moment he touched her, in the 
way he drew pleasure from her like a ribbon unspooling. So long as he kept going, she would 
come — no two ways about it, like it or not. 


And she did like it — the way it welled up inside of her like a spring and cascaded over her, 
flooding every sense, stealing her breath as she came and came and came, blooming like a tea 
flower on his tongue. The sound of it, so wet and fucking obscene, like he was eating her soul 
out of her, from the very center, like it was the most exquisite thing he’d ever tasted. 


It was pure artistry, way he drew the spiral tighter and higher as her palm cupped around the 
back of his skull, clawed fingers sinking into painstaking coif of his hair, her hips arching 
forward, spine-bowed, against his mouth. He kept lapping at her even as she squirmed, over- 
sensitive, legs attempting to close in around his ears, to block him out, out of her mind with 
it, incapable of channeling the sensation into anything less overwhelming, incapable of just 
feeling it without wanting to crawl from her skin. 


He held her legs open, fingers digging into her thighs, a neat little burst of bruising sensation, 
and dragged her, helpless, into the fierce collision of another orgasm, too soon after the last to 
be particularly satisfying, really, shocky and over-stimulated, her hips jerking, spastic, teeth 
gritted. It was more so to demonstrate that he could do it than it was about her particularly 
enjoying it. 


He finally let her push him away, just as she’d resolved to start pulling at his hair, plucking 
him out from between her thighs like a root from the soil. She sat back on her elbows 
panting, watching him, every muscle squeezing tighter than a fist, as he pulled out his 
carefully tucked pocket square and wiped her from his chin. 


“You always come so nicely for me, milaya. If only you could be so obedient in any other 
area of our...arrangement,” he commented, brusque. “Now, I have a call with a client in 
Novosibirsk in a few minutes, so keep quiet, or I’Il have to ask you to leave the room,” he 
warned her, rotating his chair to turn to the massive, curved computer monitor that took up an 
entire side of the ‘L’ shaped desk, entering in his credentials to log on. 


She was flushed, disheveled, fucking wrecked, and he was the cool, composed CEO in an 
instant, dialing into a conference call like she wasn’t sprawled across his desk, her pussy 
flushed the same brilliant, exerted pink as her cheeks. 


As she lay back, recovering, she listened to him speaking to his business associates in 
Russian, his accent guttural; an easy, almost native-sounding Slavic. She’d never really 
wondered anything about him, never dared to ask, but in that moment she was incredibly 
curious where he’d picked up the language, whether he’d been raised speaking it. 


And who had raised him, and what had they done so wrong, or so right, to achieve the end 
result of such a person, who scarcely seemed real to her half of the time, in all of his 
depraved cruelty. 


He reached over as he was talking, almost idly, and set his thumb to her clit, a gentle circle, 
tracing through the molten honey slickness that had gathered, just there, in that pinnacle. She 
let out a soft gasp, caught off guard, and his expression darkened like storm clouds rolling 
across in an instant, obscuring an already starless sky. A shock of fear surged in her gut. 


He took his hand away, a particularly cruel retribution, and she reached out to catch his wrist, 
to draw it back, coaxing his fingertips to trace the tiny, needy mouth of her entrance, which 
flexed at his touch, trying to draw him in. 


He took back his hand to jab his finger into the mute button on the conference phone, and 
then reached up to smack the inside of her thigh — the hot brand of the slap was unexpected, 
scorching, and she yelped, though her cunt clenched hard at the sensation, an involuntary 
spasm. 


“T told you to be quiet, malyshka,” he reminded her, tone severe with displeasure, tracing his 
fingers over her mouth, slicking her lips with her own wetness, then her tongue, as it darted 
out to taste. “You’re not very good at following directions, are you, sweetheart?” 


Alina shook her head, sucking on his fingers, doe eyed. The men on the conference call 
continued talking, completely oblivious, a volley of rapidfire Russian. Alina hissed again, a 
wounded inhalation, as his fingertips spread her open, playing through all of the wetness. 


“Tell me what you need, Alinochka,” he insisted as her hips canted sharply upward toward 
his fingers, seeking more friction, anything. “Tell me what was so important that you had to 
interrupt Papa’s business call.” 


“Please, Sasha,” Alina begged, her breath jagged and loud as the wind, “Please, just fuck me 
with them.” 


“You want me to fuck you with my fingers, filthy girl?” his voice was deadly calm and 
unfeeling, like he might as well have been asking something of one of his business 
associates. 


“Please,” she sputtered, pulling for air like a caught fish on a deck, gutted and cleaned there 
before it was even dead. 


He cocked his wrist, sliding a finger up inside of her, touching her deep, where she was soft 
and sensitive and slick. He was the one hissing now, remarking through his teeth, low, gruff, 
about how good she felt. 


He pressed in another, two of his huge fingers spreading her open, probably as much as 
another man’s cock would have, rocking them into her, curling them inside of her, fucking 
her with them with a sharp, driving finality, like he was trying to force them up through her 
pubic bone. It bordered on violence, the strength in his arm — Alina was certain it should have 
hurt, but it was a sensation completely outside of pain, in another realm entirely. 


“You like that?” he leaned in over her on the desk to press his forehead to hers, to breathe this 
into her face, his voice low and sibilant, the way she imagined the serpent must have spoken 
in Eden. “Is that what you needed, sweetheart? You needed me to fuck you with my fingers?” 


“Yes,” Alina hissed, pushing eagerly against his fingers, her whole body shuddering. 


The sound of it was so wet, so filthy it was almost shaming, but Alina was too far gone to 
even care, her spine arched into an almost parabolic curve, like a grand mal convulsion. He 
was steady and unceasing, driving those fingers precisely into the sponginess of her g-spot 
with a lethal, ungodly accuracy. He hammered those fingers home until she came with a 
disbelieving cry, gushing, a literal spill of fluid into his palm. 


“Look at you,” he breathed, awed, “Did you just squirt all over Daddy’s fucking fingers?” 


She collapsed back onto the desk, breathing raggedly, totally overwhelmed by the intensity of 
the orgasm, which had been like nothing she had ever felt in her entire life, had felt like her 
entire body turning itself inside out. She closed her eyes and felt like she was hurtling 
through space, like he’d totally separated her from Earth’s gravitational pull and sent her 
spiraling out into the total dark. Her head was spinning like she might lose consciousness 
entirely. 


He unmuted himself, briefly, to conclude the conference call, and then, surveying the 
wreckage of her, commented, his upper lip curled in annoyance, “You ruined my calendar.” 


“Who even uses a paper calendar?” she grumbled in return, managing to prop herself up onto 
her elbow, her head still pounding from the oxygen suck that was coming with all of the force 
in your body, squirting literal gouts of liquid into someone else’s palm. “What are you, fifty 
years old?” 


He rolled his eyes at her, unamused, and exited the room briefly to source some paper towels 
from the restroom down the hall. In his absence, she found the strength to relocate from his 
desk to his rolling chair, peeling out of her shredded tights, which looked more like 
Halloween cobwebs, at this point, than anything that could earnestly be called an article of 
clothing. She stuffed them down into his waste-bin and then turned to his computer, jiggling 
the mouse to bring it back to life, and then used his credentials, which she’d observed from 
over his shoulder, to log in. 


She navigated to his email inbox. She knew that an opportunity ripe as this one, to investigate 
whether he’d sent that cursed email to her school, might never present itself again, so 
orgasm-weary or not, she was going to exploit it. She kept an eye out for the dark shape of 
him approaching in her periphery, scrolling as quickly as she could through the emails sent 
around that time period. 


Most of them were dreadfully boring. None of them were addressed to her school. She 
checked the trash folder, but there was nothing there, either, and the folder wasn’t recently 
cleared, which made less likely the possibility that he had permanently deleted the evidence. 


As she was preparing to click out of the window, to put his computer back to sleep, 
something in his inbox caught her eye. She recognized the domain name of the email address, 
because she had one just like it. It was an email from someone at her firm. She clicked to 
open it, and skimmed, gathering the gist as quickly as her eyes could scan. 


It was an email welcoming Anvil as a new client of the firm, arranging an in person meeting 
to go over the portfolio of work the firm would be handling for them, that they would be 
transferring over from another top firm in the city. 


Alina was baffled, and then she was angry. Aleksander was such a fucking maniac, 
determined to get his greedy little mitts into every facet of her life, planting himself so deep 
she would have to excise vital parts of herself to ever be free of him. And he did this not for 
any particular reason other than that he could, that it amused him to do so. 


She put considerable effort into trying to appear as normal as possible when he returned, but 
he scarcely spared her a glance, tossing the paper towel roll at her and heading for the small 
closet in his office to pull on his merino wool coat. 


“Are you hungry?” he asked. 


“Ts that absolutely necessary?” 


Alina’s eyes flicked upward from the hypnotic blue light of her cellphone screen, to meet 
Aleksander’s, which were judgy and narrowed, eyes that admonished. She had been swiping 
her way through a level of Candy Crush as they awaited the delivery of their food, matching 
up brightly colored candy-shaped pixels, the colors kaleidoscoping before her eyes. He had 
been watching her, silently disapproving, and then not so silently. 


“You’re one of those, huh?” she smirked, eyebrows arched as she nonetheless locked the 
screen of her phone, setting it pointedly down on the table between them — face down. 


“One of those insane radicals who actually enjoys maintaining eye contact and some 
semblance of conversation with the person they’re eating with?” he clarified, a delectable 
edge of sarcasm in his tone, “Yes, I’m one of those.” 


“Gross,” she said, an evaluation which the definite upward tilt of her lips belied. 


They had ended up at a Mediterranean place she frequented, both ordering lamb shawarma 
wraps at her insistence, their plastic red basketed meals delivered piping hot to their corner 
table by the literal oldest Greek woman Alina had ever seen, who always called her mikroula 
in the sweetest, dustiest accent. 


She was betting Aleksander never ate in places like this, where you could buy an entire meal 
for ten dollars — he seemed out of place in it, his clothing too fine, his haircut and his beard 
too carefully maintained. Hence why she’d suggested it. It might do him some good, just the 
once, to be the fish out of water. 


“So what should we have a conversation about?” she asked him, taking a whopping bite from 
her shawarma. 


“Why don’t you tell me something about yourself, dear Alina. I’m inside of you nine out of 
ten times I’m with you, and I feel like I know nothing about you that I haven’t figured out for 
myself,” he said, watching her eat with an intensity that bordered on off-putting, like he was 
an alien and it was his very first time seeing someone do it. 


“If you want to know something in particular, ask, and I may or may not answer,” she fired 
back, a little prickly. What did he really need to know about her? He knew that he liked 
fucking her, and that seemed to be the only necessary thing, even given the vague parameters 
of the ‘arrangement,’ as he’d called it. 


“Where did you grow up?” he asked. 

“Pass,” she eschewed the question like batting away a fly. 
“Tell me about your parents. Are they still together?” he pried. 
“Pass,” she repeated. 


“When did you lose your virginity?” it had a certain salacious tilt to it, this question, which 
she did not like. Like he would have been particularly interested in just about any detail. 


“Hard pass,” she insisted, rolling her eyes. “Actually, you know what, I really don’t want to 
talk about me,” she decided, and when he opened his mouth to admonish her, interrupted, 
“Let’s see how you fucking like it, then — have you ever been married?” She studied his ring 
finger from across the table, looking for any sign of a removed wedding band — a tan line, 
some indentation from where one had been pulled free. 


“Yes, once,” he answered easily, coolly, like it cost him nothing to share. 


“Really?” Alina asked, surprised, “For how long? How recently? What happened? Did she 
dip because you’re fucking insufferable?” she strung questions along, in quick succession, 
until she was satisfied that she’d requested the full picture. 


“For five years,” he responded, perfectly neutrally, “She died almost ten years ago.” He 
simply said it. Put it into words, just like that, handing them out to her in an open palm. She 
died. His wife had died, almost a decade ago. He had lived this entirely other life, and this 
was the first she’d heard of it. 


“Jesus,” Alina barked out a surprised, uncomfortable hiccup of a laugh. “How?” 
“Ovarian cancer.” 


Alina was silent, what felt like too long, felt like not nearly long enough, taking it in. “Fuck,” 
was the most she finally managed to utter. Then, “Why would you tell me that?” She was 
almost angry with him for it, felt like he was showing off, the ease with which he could open 
himself up, allow her in, a wide flung door. 


“Why would I lie about it?” he asked, tilting his head to regard her like he found her 
bewildering. “You know it’s not actually normal, or clever, to lie about everything, Alina.” 


She ignored this particular censure. “What about your parents?” she pressed. Now that he had 
fed her a morsel of his history, she found herself wanting more, wanting him to bare himself 
to her totally, a curio cabinet of lived experience for her detached perusal. “Are they still 
together?” 


“No, I never knew my father,” he replied, shaking his head. “My mother raised me by 
herself.” 


“And she’s still alive?” 
“She is,” he nodded. 
“What does she do?” Alina asked. 


This made him smile — privately, to himself, his lips curling just slightly at the corners. “Oh, 
sits around complaining, mostly. Spending my money.” 


“You take care of her.” It was a statement, not a question. 


“Who else would?” he shrugged, the kind of blasé gesture that meant so much, meant nearly 
nothing at all. 


She was still chewing over the veritable barrage of personal information he’d offered her 
when he left the table briefly to take a business call outside. She was convinced that it was an 
intentional mind-fuck, his offering her so much of himself. Perhaps simply intended to shame 
her for being incapable of or unwilling to do the same. 


As she mulled this over, she happened to glance across the table and see that he’d left his 
personal cell phone behind. It was almost a taunt, almost like he was daring her to go through 


it, to see what there was to see. Everything with him seemed so calculated - he very well 
could have been. She reached across to grab it, an instant impulse, needing no more 
convincing. Tried the most obvious passcode combinations first — 1111, 1234. No dice. Tried 
0000. 


It unlocked. 


She navigated first to his email app, watching him out the window of the restaurant, his back 
turned to her, work phone pressed to his ear. Conducted the same search as she had on his 
work email. Again, nothing particularly enlightening. The only thing of any interest was a 
receipt from his bank for a wire transfer of $2,000, to one B. Morozova. His mother? She 
wondered. 


It was unnerving to her, the absolute dearth of any incriminating evidence which could tie 
him solidly to the rescission of her scholarship. With Aleksander, she hesitated to trust even 
that which she could see with her own eyes, but the possibility that it may not have been him 
lurked now in the furthest recesses of her mind, impossible to banish. And if it had not been 
him, then who? 


The list of possible suspects was, in a word, short. 


Since he had still yet to finish his phone call, she decided to scroll idly through his texts, 
spotting a number of women’s names, many of them first names alone, appended with vague 
descriptions, like Madison (Duane Reade), Brie (Equinox), and the much less flattering: 
Helena (Crazy) and Julia (Do Not Answer). 


She frowned, noted how tightly her jaw was clenched and tried to loosen it, rubbing idly at 
the hinge, up by her ear, as she went through and blocked numerous contacts. Not for any 
particular reason. Just because she could. 


Vil 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“They tried to make me fight this guy who had to be like halfmy size, if that, and I was like 
dude, I might actually kill him, and I don’t really feel like being held responsible for that, you 
know what I mean?” 


“That’s crazy,” Alina said, bottom lip kissing the rim of a champagne flute filled to near 
overflow with brut and the scarcest splash of orange juice, her cell phone in her opposite 
hand, gaze fixed on the screen. 


She and Mal were seated outside on a semi-open-air patio for brunch, shaded under a tiled 
glass awning like a greenhouse roof, which crawled with tangles of pothos and various other 
hanging plants, trapping in the warmth of several standing heat lamps. 


Though the city was still firm in the grips of gray winter, the week’s weather forecast 
threatening sporadic snow flurries, this afternoon was rare, sun-dappled perfection, beginning 
to melt some of the smaller gathered piles of snowed-over trash and frozen veins of gutter 
filth into a wet black slush to creep down drains and be tracked into the subway. 


“Who are you texting?” Mal asked, looking up momentarily from his Belgian waffle, which 
he was sawing into decently-sized hunks and shoveling home, dragging each forkful through 
a juicy red strawberry coulis. 


“No one,” Alina shook her head; her own breakfast — an obscenely fat, flaky pain au chocolat 
— went untouched, seething with neglect on the small plate before her. 


This was, in fact, true. Alina wasn’t texting anyone. Rather, she had, upon sitting down with 
Mal, tucking into the small, wrought-iron table in the corner of the café, received a Cash App 
transfer from Aleksander, with a note instructing her to buy herself some nice lingerie. She 
was currently sending it back, with a note of her own which read, “Fuck off.” 


“Ts it that guy you were talking to at the end of semester party?” Mal asked through a half- 
masticated mouthful of his breakfast. 


“Who?” He couldn’t mean Aleksander, surely. 
“The tall one, with the dark hair,” he clarified. “The one you went outside with?” 


“Oh,” Alina said, failing to disguise the flood of surprise from her voice. He’d noticed that? 
He was much more observant, perhaps, than Alina gave him credit for. “No. It’s not him.” 


“Who was that guy?” Mal asked, and Alina didn’t think she was imagining a certain edge to 
his voice, something sort of defensive, bothered. It was peculiar. Mal had never seemed 
bothered, before, when it came to what she did with anyone else. 


There must have been something about Aleksander, in particular, which intimidated him. 
That made a fair amount of sense to Alina — it seemed Aleksander wore intimidation as a 
well-fitting crown. 


“He’s no one,” Alina said, “We went out on one date a while ago. He smoked me out at the 
party, but it wasn’t really a thing,” she shrugged, wondering why it was that she felt 
compelled to even fabricate such an explanation. She didn’t owe Mal that. She owed him 
nothing, at this point. Maybe less than. 


“Leave ‘em high and dry, huh?” Mal joked, but there wasn’t much humor in itt. 


Their waitress came back by the table to check on them, then, and to top off Alina’s mimosa, 
and Alina was glad for the interruption, glad to have something to split the tension between 
them, which had caught her out unawares, rising steadily, like the hothouse heat of the 
covered patio, making sweat gather under her arms, beneath the thick cashmere of her 
sweater. 


Mal’s reply to the waitress’ inquiry of whether she could bring them anything else was only 
more disconcerting, only made Alina increasingly tense: 


“Would it be possible to get another chair? I think we’re going to have one more joining us.” 


Alina was as bewildered as the waitress at such a request — the table they were seated at, with 
its uneven legs and packets of Sweet’n’Low wedged underneath, seemed too small, by far, to 
accommodate another diner, already pitching back and forth as either one of them leaned on 
it too heavily or set a plate too close to the edge. Not to mention, who the hell would he have 
invited without telling her? 


The waitress scurried away, agreeing to source a chair from wherever she could, more 
committed to securing a decent tip than Alina had expected. In her place, Alina thought she 
probably would have told Mal to kick rocks. 


“My cousin wanted to drop by and say hello — she’s nearby, I guess,” Mal offered, not 
looking up from checking his phone to say it; in an offhanded way, like he didn’t see that 
he’d made any misstep, in not sharing this news with Alina before this point. 


“Which cousin?” Alina asked, doing what she could to obscure the annoyed curl of her lip 
behind the rim of her champagne flute. 


“Rose. I’ve told you about her, right?” 


“The one that’s getting married to that douchebag who works for PWC?” she optioned, after 
having wracked her brain for a prolonged beat of silence and come up otherwise empty. A 
spoiled brat, she believed Mal had also once described his youngest female cousin as. 


“Yeah, her. But don’t call him that to her face,” he requested. Alina scrutinized his expression 
for any trace of humor and didn’t detect it. He really thought she was that kind of obnoxious? 


“T’ll do my best to refrain.” 


“So this guy takes the bike and I’m telling him, like, ‘sir, my friend actually is coming to this 
class and she was going to sit there,’ and he’s like, ‘there’s no saving bikes,’ which is actually 
literally not true because I literally always save a bike for Mer because she’s always ten 
minutes late. So anyway, he takes it, and she comes in and is texting me all pissed off like 
‘what the fuck’ because she has to take a bike at the back. And I’m texting Blaire like is this 
bitch serious? Like maybe if she wanted a better spot she should just be on time, and Blaire is 
like, ‘yeah, well, I’m fucking sick of her anyway,’ and I’m just like you know what, that’s 
literally so true. She’s been driving me fucking crazy lately. But she’s a bridesmaid, so what 
am I supposed to do, you know?” Mal’s cousin, Rose, concluded her tirade on that morning’s 
spin class with an expressive roll of her eyes, taking a sip off the top of the mimosa she 
hadn’t yet touched, since she had been talking, a constant, practically uninterrupted stream, 
since the moment she’d sat down with them. 


Alina teetered somewhere between fascinated and suicidal, picking at her croissant. The 
whole tale, thrilling as it was, was a winding little doozy, especially after a few glasses of 
champagne, and had that peculiar, histrionic, upper class white woman way of trying to 
evoke sympathy for something which simply did not fucking matter. Alina was captivated, 
sure, but she truly had no response. 


“You should definitely come to spin class with me sometime, Alina,” Rose insisted, saving 
her from having to attempt one. “I get a free ride for every person I sign up,” she explained, 
which was baffling, given she was in zero need of a free anything, her wrist glinting with 
Cartier bracelets, YSL bag slung over the back of her chair. “You look like you’d kill it in one 
of Anita’s classes — you’ve got the legs for it, for sure.” 


Under the table, Mal squeezed Alina’s knee fairly hard, much the way you’d pull back on a 
pit bull’s chain. But Alina was not poised to strike in the slightest. Even if she’d found the 
statement offensive, which she didn’t, she knew that calling Rose out on it would only make 
her go wet eyed and victimized, the pitiable figure all spoiled girls revert to when it’s 
suggested to them that they may have wronged someone else. 


“How’s the wedding planning going?” Mal asked Rose, a necessary diversion when Alina 
refused to verbally commit herself to attending spin class, which she emphatically did not 
want to do. 


“It’s honestly been such a time suck,” Rose sighed a heavy, put-upon sigh, “I’ll be relieved 
when it’s over. I feel like I get a text from my wedding planner almost every day, asking me a 
question or telling me that there’s a problem. We’ve had to replace our string quartet twice.” 


“Pretty much down to the wire now, isn’t it?” Mal arched an eyebrow. “How’s Drew feeling? 
Any sign of cold feet?” 


“No, he’s well aware that if I have to drag him to the altar by his hair, I'll do it,” Rose 
announced breezily, like it was a badge of honor, this assertion that she might have to 
physically coerce her fiancé to marry her. “He owes me, anyway, since I let him go to that 
bachelor party you all threw him — after that, I don’t think he’Il put another toe out of line for 
the rest of our marriage.” 


Alina sensed a bitter undercurrent in Rose’s voice at mention of the bachelor party, which 
was something she very much wanted to unravel, wanted to pry into, though it seemed clear 
Mal had no intention of exploring it further. What, exactly, had gone down at this party? 
What kind of absolute debauchery had Mal roped the soon to be married “Drew” into? 


“You two are next, right?” Rose asked, winking at Alina, interrupting any intentions she had 
of asking for further detail. 


“Us?” Alina failed to understand her meaning. 
“Any wedding bells in the near future?” she clarified. 


Alina practically choked on her next swallow of mimosa, cleared her airway just enough to 
assert, “I don’t believe in marriage.” 


“What do you mean?” Rose asked, wide, saucer-eyed, batting her feathery lashes like Alina 
had just told her the Easter Bunny wasn’t real. 


“T just don’t feel like reducing love to a contractual obligation makes much sense,” Alina 
shrugged, making a concerted effort to provide an answer that wasn’t too tremendously 
offensive to someone so soon to be wed, “Plus, I think I’d rather die than fuck the same 
person for the rest of my life.” 


Rose looked faintly disturbed by this, anyway, brows knitting together centrally, but then 
Alina saw her decide it was a joke, decide to laugh, breezy, a sound like wind chimes, her 
wrinkled look of consternation smoothing totally. “Mal, she’s so funny. You didn’t tell me she 
was funny.” 


“She’s very funny,” Mal agreed, smiling at Alina from across the table in a way she couldn’t 
totally categorize. There was fondness in it, but not only that. Maybe...calculation, might’ve 
been the right word, to describe that other element of his expression. She knew for a fact that 
Mal had never found her funny. 


“Shoot, I have to run,” Rose announced, staring down at the notifications on her Apple 
Watch, “One of my bridesmaids just got her dress and it won’t zip, so I told her I'd bring her 
a juice cleanse. Anyway, yay, I’m literally so glad Mal has someone cute to bring as a date to 
the wedding. If you need help shopping for a dress, let me know. We want all the guests to 
wear the same colors.” 


Alina felt as if she had missed something vital, but hesitated to call attention to that fact, as 
she knew well that the gap in understanding lay between her and Mal, had little to do with 
Rose. “Okay,” she agreed, since it seemed to be the only safe option, the only thing that 
would bring this baffling conversation to a blessed end. 


“Great! It was so nice to meet you,” Rose enthused, genuine, standing to shoulder her purse. 
“T’ll see you two at the rehearsal dinner, if not before.” 


“Bye, Rosie,” Mal called after her. 


Alina rounded on him as soon as she was out of ear shot, eyes flashing. “I’m your date to her 
wedding? That might’ve been nice to know in advance.” 


“She wanted to meet you before I officially invited you, to make sure you wouldn’t upset the 
aesthetic of the pictures or some shit,” Mal shrugged, tossing back Rose’s abandoned 
mimosa. 


“What, is she uninviting all of the uglies?” Alina scoffed, amused. 


“No, but I think she’s grouping them together in a specific corner of the room,” he said, 
deadpan. Alina had to scrutinize him quite closely to identify that he was joking. “Chill out 
Alina. She’s spoiled, but she’s really sweet. I think you’ll actually get along really well with 
most of my family.” 


Alina didn’t disagree that Rose was sweet. In fact, in any other context, Alina would have 
liked it very much if she and Rose could be friends. It would have at least been amusing. But 
the fact remained that Alina had absolutely no clue what Mal was up to, what kind of game 
he was playing in introducing them, in inviting her to an extended family event. 


“You don’t think it’s a little odd to bring me to this wedding and introduce me to your entire 
family?” she asked. 


“Why would it be? You don’t think they’ll like you? My mom really liked you when he met 
you over Christmas, and she’s always the hardest sell on anyone I date.” 


This was not even factually true, but Alina didn’t necessarily feel like it bore pointing out at 
the moment. Realistically, Mal’s mother had tolerated Alina, but had watched her from the 
comer of her eye with an edge of obvious suspicion, anytime she thought Alina wasn’t 
looking. A surveillance that seemed to say, ‘What does my precious son see in you?’ 


“Anyway, I’ve been thinking about it, and maybe you’re right, Alina. Maybe we should just 
be exclusive. It’s probably about time,” Mal told her breezily, shrugging, like he was 
suggesting they go for frozen yogurt, rather than that they commit to a monogamous 
relationship out of the total blue. Alina couldn’t help but feel as though Mal had detected 
something off with her, some sign that she was drifting, and decided to lock her down rather 
than lose her altogether. It had exactly the air of that kind of calculation, especially given the 
suddenness of the proposition. “I mean, we’ve been doing this for how long, now? Seems 
like an obvious conclusion.” 


But Alina did the same math and got a very different sum. 


Back at home, Alina crossed the hall to Genya’s apartment, not particularly interested in 
being left alone with her thoughts of Mal, and of his proposal that they commit to something 
exclusive. 


They slumped alongside one another on Genya’s couch, getting high and watching the 
History channel, critiquing episodes of various ghost hunting shows bawdily, sunk down into 


the upholstery like the Earth’s entire gravitational pull was concentrated in their bones, 
dragging them into the cushions, threatening to never release its hold. 


“T think it’s time to cut Mal loose,” Alina said after a while, taking a sharp drag from a vape 
pen that smelled only faintly of marijuana in its voluminous, cloud-like exhale. This 
revelation, this perfect clarity, had come to Alina after about the second hit, alongside the 
first crawling vestiges of the high, handed down to her like a proscription from the heavens, 
telling her not to give in. 


“You know I’ve always been in the ‘dump Mal’ camp, so if you’re looking for my approval, 
you’ve got it,” Genya told her, accepting the pen as it was passed her way. 


“He’s just been so weird lately,” Alina complained, a distinct edge of disgust in her voice, a 
repulsion that writhed in her gut like something ciliated, “He invited me to his cousin’s 
wedding, and I am not kidding when I say she may be one of the worst people I’ve ever met. 
Honestly, I’m kind of obsessed with her, in an anthropological sense, but I’m sure as shit not 
going to her wedding.” 


“T mean, no offense, but that’s kind of on you, “Lina,” Genya shook her head, unsympathetic, 
“You suck a man’s dick in a public restroom, you really shouldn’t be surprised when he ends 
up in love with you. Public head is a kind of ritual magic.” 


“Thanks for the heads up,” Alina rolled her eyes, ““You know, if you knew that to be the case, 
you might’ve tried to stop me before I did it.” 


“Have you ever tried to stop you from doing something?” Genya scoffed, dismissive, blowing 
out a billowing, vaporous cloud in Alina’s direction. 


“No, I obviously haven’t. That’s kind of the whole point.” Realistically, Alina knew that it 
wasn’t Genya’s responsibility to save her from herself. But sometimes it would’ve been nice, 
regardless, to be able to simply designate someone else to shoulder that particular burden. 


They laughed together, chuckles that started deep in the belly and rippled outward, until they 
were laughing at their own laughs, then laughing about nothing in particular, fitful, tears of 


mirth streaking from the corners of their eyes in trails of bleeding mascara. 


When she regained her composure, Alina typed out a text to Mal. Something succinct, but 
final. Impossible to misconstrue. Ending punctuation to the sentence of their “situationship,” 
as someone more hip might cleverly have called it. 


- I think we should just be friends. 
His reply came somewhere in the midst of the next episode of Ancient Aliens. 
- Are you fucking serious Alina 


A rhetorical question, she thought, given the lack of punctuation. Until, of course, her phone 
started vibrating in her palm with his call. 


“Mal’s calling me,” Alina sighed heavily, hoisting herself up off of Genya’s couch with an 
effort that might fairly be characterized as Herculean, “I’ve gotta go talk him down from the 
ledge. I'll see you tomorrow.” 


“Stay strong!” Genya called after her. 


But as Alina stepped out into the hall, she found that a figure stood outside of her apartment 
door, effecting a laughably casual lean, Michelangelo’s David in waiting contrapposto. 


Alina rejected Mal’s call. 


“What the fuck are you doing here?” she demanded of Aleksander, bristling as he drew 
himself up to his full height to face her. It was so odd and invasive, finding him here, in her 
building, uninvited. Like there was nothing sacred; no place she could go to be free of him. “IT 
didn’t call you.” 


“No, Alina, but ’ve been calling you.” He was arguably more annoyed, which seemed unfair, 
like she should’ve had the monopoly on irritation, in this situation at least. “I’ve had a very 
trying day today.” 


“Sounds like a you problem,” she said, chin thrust petulantly forward. She navigated around 
the broad, overwhelming figure of him in the hall, reaching toward her apartment door to 
unlock it. Perhaps she could simply dart inside and deadbolt it, not be compelled to deal with 
him at all. 


“T believe my paying your tuition effectively makes all of my problems into you problems, 
Alina, darling,” he reminded her with no small measure of haughty disdain. His gaze was 
unctuous as tar; an endless pit to fall into and be consumed by. “And you’ll assist me with 
them however I see fit — that’s the deal.” 


“You mean by fucking you whenever you want me to,” she rounded on him, spitting like a 
viper. He had an uncanny gift for provoking the worst of her rage, this man. “Do you even 
want me to want it? Or is that inconsequential to you?” 


“Oh, Alina, don’t be silly,” he chastised her, dismissive. “One only has to spend a short 
amount of time with you to recognize that you don’t have the slightest clue what you really 
want.” 


She felt too seen, pinned beneath his gaze like an insect; some squirming, many-legged thing 
to be dissected and carved apart into its constituent elements. He had an uncanny ability to 
see right through every artifice, every mask she tried to put on, to sum up all of the things 
which she felt, in herself, were enigmatic and evaded understanding, in one simple, cutting 
stroke. She couldn’t bear to hold his gaze, dropped it as if burned. 


“Would it really be so bad to have someone who knows what’s best for you making all of the 
decisions, milaya? Wouldn’t it be such a relief, not to have to worry your pretty little head?” 
he reached out to twine a strand of her hair between his fingers, giving it a little tug. His 
voice was a devastatingly soft croon. She found it at least twice as endearing as she should 


have. “At the very least, I think you’d find yourself in the middle of a mess of your own 
making much less often.” 


“And you know what’s best for me, is that right?” she retorted, taking a step away from him, 
which put her back against her apartment door. She needed distance; needed not to be 
influenced by the eerie captivation of his gaze. 


“T do.” 


“Well, what is it?” she insisted, viciously confrontational, lashing out, not unlike a scared 
animal. He inspired in her so many different strains of fear, the choking fog of them a poison 
of the mind. “What do you think I should do? Enlighten me.” 


“Right now, you should go inside and take your clothes off, and wait for me on the bed like a 
good little girl,” he said, cupping her sweet little chin in his hand, directing her tenderly, a 
suggestion so wicked it made things inside of her tighten, low, an inexorable turn of a screw. 


“Your advice seems pretty self-serving to me,” she said. 


“Oh, but it’s not, malyshka, I assure you,” he disagreed, frowning, as if offended by the 
suggestion that his motivations were anything but altruistic. 


“How so?” 


“Because the alternative option is that I take you inside and I put you on the bed. And I can’t 
promise that I'll be particularly gentle, little Alina,” he leaned in close to offer her this 
warning, that molten honey voice of his close, tactile, like a physical brush between her legs. 


Her mouth was open, but not a single sound issued free. 


“Does that excite you, malyshka?” he goaded her, pressing her tight against her apartment 
door, crowding in close, caging her in, “The idea that I might drag you in that door by your 
hair; that I might pin you down and have my way with you, even if you told me to stop?” 


A shudder dragged its way down her spine, painfully slow, like the pull of a zipper, 
uncoupling her disks, so that she felt she might collapse right there in the threshold, a 
marionette with its strings cut. 


“T think it makes you wet, doesn’t it?” he taunted, lips curled around a mean little smirk. 
“Even though you hate it? You’re one sick little puppy, aren’t you, malyshka?” he traced his 
thumb across her bottom lip, dipping it into the faint part between her teeth, wetting it on the 
tip of her tongue. 


“No,” she shook her head, resisting, though she could feel that her pupils were blown, eyes 
wild; knew he could hear the way her breath had caught in her chest, see the out of time 
pounding of her pulse at her throat. Her knees felt dangerously weak. 


“Don’t lie, sweet girl. Not to me,” he tsked, shaking his head. “I understand you, Alina, as no 
one else ever will.” 


“You should go.” She wanted to sound so much more firm, resolute, but couldn’t conjure it. 


“Unlock the door, Alina,” he coaxed, ignoring her, reaching around her to guide her hand, to 
guide her key into the lock. 


She made an attempt to hook the door with her heel as she went through it, to slam it shut 
before he could follow. But he was too close behind, giving the door a hearty shove inward 
and catching her simultaneously around the waist, his arm like a steel bar curved around her, 
molding to the contours of her body, crushing her ribs as he dragged her back against his 
chest, impossibly strong, the whole of him unyielding as iron. 


“Ts this how you want it, Alina?” he breathed against her ear, low, awful, his breath a hot, 
taunting wind. 


“Don’t,” she told him as he lifted her with little effort, her feet kicking for purchase, futile, 
dangling well above the floor as he carried her inside and locked the door, pressed flush 
against her back, one arm around her middle, holding her aloft, the other barred across her 
chest, fisting a breast through her sweater. He sucked in a deep breath, his nose buried in her 
hair, breathing her in, his lungs expanding against her back. 


She wriggled hard enough to free herself, hard enough to slip from his crushing embrace, or 
perhaps he only allowed it, immediately bringing his hand up to stroke along the curve of her 
skull, through her hair, twining his fingers in the silken strands of it. So suddenly it might 
honestly have been believed to be an accident, his hand tightened down into a fist at her 
scalp, wrenching her head back to rest against his shoulder — she gasped at the sharpness, the 
almost tearing sensation. 


He ducked his head to kiss along the bared column of her throat, beneath her ear and along 
her jaw, clear down to the juncture of her shoulder, stretching the neck of her sweater to kiss 
across her collarbone, open-mouthed, humid-breathed. 


“Quit it, Sasha,” she complained, “It tickles.” It did, sort of, the scratch of his beard against 
her skin. But of course that wasn’t what she was really focused on, not when he was sucking 
at the skin of her neck like he was, teeth setting in, worrying, sucking little red welts to the 
surface. 


“Stay still, sweetheart,” he commanded, wrenching his fist in her hair, harder, holding her 
head tightly in place as his free hand came up to knead her breast underneath the hem of her 
sweater, to squeeze down hard around the flesh of it, giving her nipple a cruel twist. “I’m not 
really in the mood to play this little game.” 


It was insane, really, how he could hold her right where he wanted her, suspended in place 
with just his hand fisted in her hair. But any squirming she did only tightened it, only made it 
hurt worse. 


He manipulated her to turn her head with a vicious yank at her scalp and kissed her, hard, an 
overwhelming clash of lips and teeth, like he could’ve devoured her that way, eaten her soul 
out through her mouth and consumed it. She fed back into this trade of oxygen to stay alive, 
knowing they could sustain each other, live like this for centuries, needing nothing else. 


His fingers pinched and plucked at her nipples until they were hot, swollen points of pain on 
her chest, too cruelly handled, by far. “Don’t,” she insisted again, a piteous whine, elbowing 
him fairly hard in the diaphragm to get him to release her and backing away from him, 
cautious, like one might a tiger poised to spring. 


“Come here, you fucking brat,” he commanded, sweeping an arm in around her waist to lift 
her again from her feet, setting her down on the edge of her kitchen counter to sidle up close, 
her knees caging in his waist. 


His tongue was in her mouth again, the slick strangeness of it, tasting her there in taunting 
licks. The harder he pressed up against her, the more the seam of her jeans rode up between 
her legs, splitting her sex. She hadn’t done laundry in weeks, had made the brilliant decision 
to go without underwear, so she felt that pronounced ridge, made even more pronounced by 
the force of his body grinding it into her, in almost excessive detail. 


It was almost wrong, almost uncomfortable, the grind and drag of the rough jean fabric 
against the excessively delicate flesh of her cunt. But as she ground unconsciously up against 
him, as he fed at her mouth like she was the only existing sustenance left in the world, there 
was an edge to it that was exactly right. 


Her clit engorged with the friction and arousal and she realized then that she could come, just 
from this, grinding against the seam of her jeans. He was not dumb, or made of stone, so she 
was certain that he noticed this, her making use of his body in this way, taking her own 
pleasure. A lit torch of shame burned in her gut. 


She interrupted the kiss to breathe, almost gasping for it, and he bowed his head to kiss her 
shoulder, yanking down the neckline of her sweater, his lips sliding up into the juncture of 
her neck, kissing openmouthed, sucking at the delicate patch of skin just beneath her ear. 


He kissed along her jaw, down her neck, then ducked his head to kiss her belly, hiking her 
sweater up to kiss her sternum, then across to take a nipple into his mouth, her head falling 
back, mouth open at the sensation of his tongue sweeping across, teeth sinking in. 


“Making the most of that seam in your jeans, huh, little Alina?” he chuckled, low, as he 
pulled back, let her sweater fall back down to cover her puffy, spit-slick nipples. 


She was so fucking keyed up, so wet, her slickness smearing into her jeans, which had chafed 
her almost raw and yet had her teetering on the razor’s edge of an orgasm, panting, head 
thrown back against the cabinets, all decorum and pretense and the charade of pretending she 
wasn’t about to get herself off, dry, by humping him like some kind of animal, totally 
forgotten. 


A moan wrenched its way out of her in a near-sob as she came, hunching against him, 
clinging to him, arms around his neck, like he was the only anchor in miles and miles of sea. 
He held her fast, told her, ““You’re so fucking beautiful when you come for me,” hands 
cupping her face, peppering it with kisses, reverent. 


She shuddered against him, a convulsive pull, deep in her gut. 


“Weren’t you just telling me to stop?” he taunted her cruelly, smirking. “You really have no 
control over yourself, do you, baby? You just need it all the time. That’s okay, malyshka. 
Papa’s going to take such good care of you. You don’t need to worry your pretty little head 
about a thing,” he assured her, his voice a low soothe, devastatingly soft as mink. 


Alina often came to this crossroads with Aleksander, where she suddenly decided that she 
had tired of punishing herself, of the self-flagellation of being with him, of letting him do the 
things he did to her. A moment when the tides turned and she no longer felt she deserved it; 
when she realized that nothing that came next would be a net positive. 


But Aleksander moved inexorably in only one direction, never so content to stop or be 
stopped. 


So she should, perhaps, have anticipated that his reaction, when she disengaged from his 
embrace, elbowing him aside to hop down from the counter, to put decided distance between 
them, would not have been particularly favorable. 


He hoisted her up again and carried her over to the bed, squirming fitfully, dropping her 
down onto the mattress and crawling over her, caging her in, nuzzling into her neck like the 
most amorous of lovers, kissing and sucking, tongue tracing the hill of her clavicle, just 
beneath the neck of her sweater. He spread her legs with his, knees pressing against the 
insides of hers. He was hard, pressing the firm line of his erection against her, between the 
part in her thighs. He unfastened her jeans, stripped them from her with a firm yank. 


She reached down to catch them at her thighs, to attempt to keep hold of them, crowing at 
him, “Don’t!” fingernails raking across the back of his hand, drawing blood. 


He slapped her hard — so hard it dazed her, had her reeling, her head spinning. “I want you to 
keep your pretty little mouth shut,” he said, squeezing her cheeks at the jaw, puffing out her 
lips, spitting onto her bared teeth. “Unless you’re holding it open for me to spit into.” 


“Fuck you!” she seethed, punctuating the statement by spitting back at him, a furious, though 
small glob that hit him in the left eye, dripped down his cheek as his grin twisted into a 
grimace. 


“You wanna fight me, huh? You want it rough? I can give it to you rough.” His voice was 
sickly soft and low, a lover’s whisper. And there was love in it, but it was not the good kind. 


“No, Sasha,” she whined ineffectually, knowing she’d already signed her own warrant, 
reaching for the opposite edge of the mattress, beginning to drag herself out from underneath 
him, regardless. 


She didn’t make it particularly far, but far enough for him to reach out and seize her ankle, 
pulling her back into place underneath him, on her belly, now, the whole of his body coming 
to rest against her back, pressing her down into the mattress. 


“Get off me,” she commanded, tearing its way, jagged, up her throat, her cunt clenched hard 
around nothing like a fist between her legs, hostile and unashamed in its betrayal of her. 


He ignored her, reaching down between her legs, spread into a wide splay by his knees inside 
of hers, pinning them apart, to stroke soft fingertips into the seam of her sex, petting the lips 
of her cunt, which were slick, made a shamefully wet sound as he spread them apart, like a 
kiss. 


“Ts this all for me?” he murmured, fingertips playing through the obscene wetness, drawing 
back to suck them into his mouth. His thumb circled the swollen slickness of her clit, sank 
into her entrance, spreading her open. “How come you’re so wet, huh?” he mused, middle 
finger circling through the wetness that pooled over the hood of her clit, so close to touching 
her skin but not. It didn’t even matter. She was growing so fucking close from glancing 
stimulation alone that it wasn’t even going to matter if he was actually touching her or not. 
She’d damn herself all the same. 


“But you don’t want me to give you my cock, right? You don’t want me to fuck you here, 
Alina, in this sweet little cunt?” he taunted, middle and ring finger stroking down her labia 
now, spreading them apart, just as it seemed she would come from the stimulation of her clit 
just scarcely brushing his fingertip with every throb. 


“No!” she insisted, half in answer, half in protest. He would steal from her any dignity that 
remained, just so. And the fact remained that her body was singing with it, this absolute 
subjugation. 


“Then how come this little cunt is dripping for me?” He sank one finger into the molten hot 
velvet of her cunt, deep. She felt every knuckle in obscene detail and groaned, throaty, 
desperate. “You know, I think you might just like being held down like this, Alina. Forced to 
take my cock,” he theorized, wedging a second finger inside, alongside the first, a stretch that 
felt like entirely too much, that stung. “Who taught you that, huh?” he asked. 


“You did,” she whined, shuddering as those fingers opened her up, carved out a space inside 
of her. 


“That’s right,” he chuckled, curling his fingers, dragging them through every flex of her cunt 
around them. “Tell me the truth, Alinochka,” he commanded, “Tell me how much you want 
my cock in this hungry little cunt.” He smacked her ass, a scalding flash, when her answer 
came too slow. 


He withdrew his fingers from her cunt to shove down his own pants around his thighs, and 
was tracing the blunt, soft head of his erection up against her entrance, where the greedy 
beckoning of her body almost threatened to draw him inside, to decide the whole matter on 
its own. 


“T want it. Please, Sasha, I want your cock. I want it so bad,” Alina cried, dissolving, now, 
into tears, like something bursting forth, a catharsis, as he bore down against her and sank 
home. 


Despite having been stretched open around two of his fingers, it was never any easier, that 
first strike. She was mute with the discomfort of it, silent tears on her cheeks, his hand fisted 
in her hair. 


“Fuck,” he groaned, a pained sound as he bottomed out, hips square against her ass, “Yes,” he 
hissed, the hand planted against the mattress by her right shoulder flexing, gripping the 
sheets. 


“Sasha,” she cried out, grunting as he drew back only to thrust back inside, deep, “It hurts.” 
A feeling like her hips might be forced to realign to accommodate the width of him between 
them, driving up into her belly. 


“T bet it hurts,” he chuckled, breath growing more labored by the moment as he churned his 
hips harder against her, “But you’re going to fucking take it.” 


She was plenty wet when he pushed into her, but she only grew wetter as he began fucking 
her in earnest, rocking his hips against her ass, pushing forward hard. She could feel all of 
that wetness smearing underneath her, onto her duvet, could hear the sound of it, a sickening, 
shamefully sopping sound as he hammered down into her. 


“Please,” she wept, not even certain what she was begging for. It was too late, now, to 
pretend that she was not utterly ruled by him, that he did not have absolute command of her 
body, drawing out her pleasure or her pain at will, savoring either like the finest of wine. 


He lowered his body down over hers until he was blanketing her totally, pressing her down 
into the mattress, a grounding, though oppressive weight. She could feel it, feel that she was 
about to come as his hips fell in a steady rhythm like a metronome, the soft flutters inside her 
indicating earthquake impending. It was silly to hope that he couldn’t sense it just as well. Of 
course he could. 


“You're gonna come, aren’t you?” he taunted, low and hot in her ear, chuckling as she 
insisted, with a fair bit more determination than she really felt that no, she was not, shaking 
her head. “Yeah, I think you are,” he refuted, fingertips pressing between her body and the 
mattress to stroke over her swollen, slick clit. “I think you’re gonna come all over my cock.” 


“No!” she insisted, a sad, indignant sob. 


“Oh yes, sweetheart,” he grinned, she could feel him grinning, his face pressed to the side of 
hers. 


And she did. She came hard, beneath him, gurgling low in her throat, trying to swallow every 
noise that threatened to eke free, wanting to squirm away, out from beneath him, out from 
under the heavy falls of his hips, his thick cock plunging up inside of her. But there was no 
escape. There never was. 


Her head rolled back and forth, the only silent protest she could manage, as her voice had 
been robbed from her by the force of the orgasm, only desperate whimpers managing to eke 
free, choked sobs as the orgasm built to a devastating magnitude and crashed over her, 
liquefying her mind and blurring her vision, until she was barely a person beneath him, little 
more than a creature, wracked by the pleasure/pain, threatening to come apart at her very 
seams as he forced that big, angry cock up into her belly time and time again. 


The otherworldly force of her orgasm had its own gravity, and it pulled him inevitably into 
his own, his guttural animal groans in her ear as he blew his load deep, deep inside her, his 
body heavy and oppressive over hers, blanketing her, as he eventually softened and it all 
seeped back out, onto the sheets. 


Sighing contentedly, he moved further up the bed to collapse back against the pillows, 
reaching down to tug her up beside him, to drape her spent, pliant body across his chest, 
stroking her hair as she regained her breath, recovering. 


As she tilted her chin up to look at him, to fill her starry eyes with his face, his thumbs 
stroked over her eyebrows, into the divots of her temples, over the wispy baby hairs there. It 
was almost reverent, the way he touched her, worshipful, his index finger tracing her profile 
like he was committing it to memory. 


She didn’t want to get out of bed, to leave his arms, not ever, her mind totally hazy, melted 
into a soup-like sludge, but had to, before more of what was inside of her made its way back 
out to pool beneath her on the duvet. 


She returned from the bathroom and he took her place in it. She changed into an oversized t- 
shirt which fell to mid-thigh before crawling into bed, peeling free of the cashmere sweater 
and little white ankle socks he’d fucked her in. 


“I’m hungry,” she called to him as he eased the bathroom door closed. She could hear him 
peeing. Something about that was vastly more intimate than even him coming inside her had 
been. “I’m going to Postmates something. Do you like Nepalese food? I’m craving momos.” 


A prolonged beat of silence, then: 
“Are these your parents?” 


Alina looked up from scrolling through the Postmates app to see that Aleksander had exited 
the bathroom and taken a perusing turn around her room, fingertips wandering over the 
spines of the books occupying her shelf, paging through the stack of records beside her 
turntable, and lastly, had plucked free a snapshot from the collage of photos she’d tacked 
haphazardly to the wall. 


It was a developed instant camera shot from the early aughts that he held; one of Alina and 
her parents at the airport, the two of them knelt down on either side of a tiny, gap-toothed 
Alina in little pink overalls and a Dora the Explorer backpack, three absolutely beaming, 
oblivious faces. 


“Oh my god, do you seriously have no respect for boundaries?” Alina snapped. She wasn’t 
even sure why she’d put that photo up in the first place, but leave it to Aleksander to spot it, 
out of the hundred other Polaroid shots of her and her friends, many of which were arguably 
much more interesting, with various degrees of nudity and intoxication depicted — a hazy, 
voyeur’s glorification of everything unseemly. 


“You were adopted, weren’t you?” 


Alina froze, her blood turned to ice that was slowly fracturing, running with hairline cracks. 
“Wh — that’s none of your god damn business.” 


“Your parents still live in Salt Lake City, right?” he asked, an obscenely casual air about him, 
like this was something she had told him before and he was simply testing his understanding 
of her history. “Do you talk to them often?” 


“What gives you the right to interrogate me, to pry into my fucking life?” It was a violation; 
the worst one yet, and he had absolutely no shame about it. She was fucking fuming at the 
disrespect, at his inconceivable daring. 


“This is not an interrogation, Alina,” he insisted, perfectly calm, unmoved by her theatrics, 
“I’m curious about you. I’d like to know you better, almost as much as I’d like to know why 
you dont want me to know you better.” 


“Because I don’t,” she retorted, surly. She owed him nothing — no further detail, no piece of 
herself that he hadn’t already reached into her, greedy, and taken. “Whatever this is between 
us, it doesn’t necessitate you knowing me.” 


“Why aren’t you close with them?” he pressed, regardless. “Do you not get along?” 
“No.” 


“Why not?” he prompted her, and at the feral curl of her lip, “I can do this all night, 
Alinochka. I think you’ll find my will is just as strong as yours, if not stronger, pigheaded as 
you may be.” 


“You're so fucking irritating,” she groaned, exasperated. She didn’t want to do this with him, 
felt too exposed already, like the armored layers of her were falling free. What, she 
wondered, would be left once they all did? “No, we don’t get along, because they were really 
strict and really religious, and I never bought into it. I tried to drink the Kool-Aid, but I was 
just never...convincing enough. It never felt right, and I never measured up to what they 
wanted me to be.” 


Sunday school, youth group, the whole hands lifted, swaying to the music with your eyes 
closed charade — Alina had tried it all. But at the very root of her, she always knew she was 
not like the other kids in the worship circle, bawling their eyes out at their baptism, 
committing themselves wholly to Christ. She simply did not buy it, could not be sold on the 
promise of salvation. 


“That must have been hard, feeling like you never fit in, even when you tried,” Aleksander 
said, unnervingly insightful. 


“T mean, I was completely isolated from my own roots, my culture, all of the things I felt like 
I had a right to have some kind of connection to, all the things that might have made me 
make sense as a person,” Alina found that once she had started talking about it, it was hard to 
stop, a dam broken inside, every gut-wrenching truth welling to the surface and spilling free; 
everything she had sealed off into a space her waking mind never dared touch, exposed now 
to the damning light of day. “I don’t know, I feel like because of that, I’ve never felt like I 


was able to fit in anywhere, not a single day in my life. I’ve always been an outsider. And 
I’ve tried to forgive my parents for their part in that, tried to tell myself they just didn’t know 
better, but I just couldn’t.” 


As soon as she finished saying it, she wished she had just kept her mouth shut, wished she 
could gather the words up off of the floor between them, like a mess of spilled marbles, and 
stuff them back inside. She couldn’t bear it, the way he was looking at her now, like he was 
trying to see through her, to the past, like he could look into her eyes and see a younger, 
vastly more naive, version of her reflected there; the Alina that had read her Bible and played 
the part of the devout, the penitent, wracked with a perpetual, insidious guilt, but who had 
seethed in the dark and in the quiet with all manner of doubt, alone in her conflict. 


“When did you leave home?” he asked. 


“As soon as I could. I never really looked back, and they never really reached out. I think 
they felt like I was some kind of project they’d failed on,” she shrugged. She believed, and 
would always believe, that her parents had had only the greatest of intentions; believed that 
they had believed that they were doing the right thing. It didn’t redeem them, but it made it 
impossible to hold onto any ill will, though there were times she had tried. 


“They failed you, Alina,” he insisted, holding her gaze like something tangible, eyes earnest, 
trying to impress upon her the truth of this. “But I’d say you’ve done a very good job at 
building a life for yourself without them. I think you may not give yourself enough credit, for 
how far you’ve come.” 


“This is why I didn’t want to do this with you,” Alina explained, frustrated, shrinking away 
instinctively from this sort of affirmation, which was nothing she was in any sort of 
headspace to receive, “That’s not what this is, and it’s not what I want from you.” 


“T warned you from the beginning, Alina, that I was a very difficult man to keep at a 
distance,” he reminded her, completely eschewing her determined rebuff. The dark spiral of 
his eyes was an open chasm to fall into, to be lost forever. “While I applaud your efforts to do 
so regardless, and can appreciate your trepidation, I nonetheless feel compelled to remind you 
that it was always going to be this way.” 


Like it was fate, somehow, and not his sheer force of will that had coupled them. He seemed 
to have totally convinced himself of this dubious divine providence - Alina was almost 
impressed. 


“T think you have a few screws loose, somewhere, Morozova,” she said. Perhaps she’d aimed 
to say it with some kind of malice, with a bite, but it was not so — there was an obvious, 
irrational affection in it, something oddly sweet. 


“You know, you and I are very similar, Alina,” he went on, “We’ve built ourselves up from 
the ground on our own. When Rawlins and I first started Anvil, he was the sophisticated 
business party — I was just a dumb kid, fresh out of the army. So I got pretty screwed, 
actually, in a lot of our dealings. And that’s had very broad implications. Just recently, 
Rawlins managed to steal effective control of the company by quietly buying up shares 
behind my back. And I’m sure he thought I wouldn’t understand, or wouldn’t be able to do 


anything about it. But when you’re like us, milaya, a person who’s fought your entire life to 
get what you deserve, you don’t simply take a thing like that lying down.” 


This elucidated, then, what Aleksander had meant when he said he’d had a very trying day. 
Corporate subterfuge of that magnitude did sound fairly annoying. “What are you going to 
do?” she asked him. She didn’t like him confiding in her, didn’t trust it, but was, however, 

curious what his retribution might be. 


“I’m going to get control back, and then I’m going to push Rawlins out of the company 
altogether,” he told her, shrugging, like it was a simple matter indeed, an easy fix. “I always 
get what’s rightly mine, Alina. Always.” 


She knew that he counted her as one of these things that was rightly his, which was more 
disturbing, perhaps, than anything. 


She might have said as much, except at that very moment, she heard, from outside, three 
floors below, the sound of someone absolutely bellowing her name from the sidewalk. A top 
of the lungs hearkening, Streetcar-esque, which reverberated off all of the nearby buildings, 
echoing all the louder for it. 


“Jesus fucking Christ,” she hissed, recognizing the booming voice immediately. 
“Who the fuck is that?” Aleksander demanded. 


“Tt’s Mal. I broke up with him earlier. Stay here,” she insisted as she climbed out of bed, 
yanking her discarded jeans back on, and hurried to the door, jamming her feet into a pair of 
strawberry-printed Crocs. “I have to go talk him down before he gets himself fucking 
arrested.” 


Mal met her downstairs at the front door, pounding on it, open-palmed, leaving greasy 
handprints all over the glass. His slouching forward lean was telling. 


“Were you in there with him?” Mal demanded, slurring horrifically. It was not a sober 
midnight visit, then. That had clearly been too much to hope for. “Ill fucking kill him, Alina, 
I swear to god.” 


“Fuck off, Mal,” Alina rolled her eyes, though wondering who she’d back, if it came down to 
it, a fight between the two of them. Aleksander had quite a few inches on Mal, but as far as 
Alina knew, Mal had more formal training. Then again, god only knew what former special 
ops soldiers were capable of. “You’re drunk. I’m calling you an Uber. You need to go home.” 


“T don’t fucking understand you, ‘Lina,” Mal sighed heavily, almost whining, bordering on 
pathetic. “You tried so hard to get me away from Zoya, to make sure you had me to yourself, 
and I finally give in, and you dump me! What, was it all just a fucking game to you?” 


“Yes,” she admitted easily. She saw no reason to lie. “Was that not obvious?” 


“T don’t believe that,” he shook his head, hard, as if he could shake the thought clear out of it, 
“We had so much fun together — you really liked me,” he was wishing this true, praying it on 


a rosary, counting beads. “Come on, Alina. I want you. Only you. And you want me. I know 
you do.” 


He was leaning in over her as he spoke, his tone coaxing, though slurred. He leaned in even 
further suddenly, and Alina thought that he was about to fall, reached out to hold him up, like 
a building toppling, but then he was kissing her — sloppy, hard, slanted, draping his body 
around hers, in near collapse, he was so wasted. His mouth tasted hellacious, but he was 
enthusiastic, for certain — not a particularly bad kisser, given the state of him. 


Alina was trying to engineer a delicate way to break away from him, but the decision was 
taken out of her hands as someone yanked him off of her, hard, hard enough that he bit down 
sharply on her bottom lip. She tasted blood. 


As Mal whirled around to lash out at whomever had seized his shirt collar, throwing a cheap 
sucker punch their way, drunk and uncoordinated, he was immediately laid out on the ground, 
someone standing over him, shaking out their hand. 


Alina just stared, uncomprehending. Mal, from the ground, complained loudly of a broken 
nose, spitting out blood, a skyward spraying fountain, his whining overshadowed by the 
vicious bite of Aleksander’s command, “Keep your fucking hands off of her.” 


It was pure chaos, as the Uber driver arrived just then, pulling up to the curb, emergency 
flashers engaged. 


“T can’t believe you just fucking did that.” Alina whirled around to spit at Aleksander, who 
stood, flexing his knuckles, fuming, nostrils aflare like a bull’s. 


“You expected me to watch him force himself on you?” he scoffed, explosive. “Alina, please. 
Don’t be fucking ridiculous.” 


Alina peeled Mal up off of the sidewalk and struggled to herd him toward the car, a 
counterweight against him, keeping him from wheeling into Aleksander, who he was cursing 
at through bubbles of blood, threatening to kick his ass, despite that his face was already in 
total ruin. 


Alina practically fell off the curb, opening the sedan’s door, bundling Mal inside and 
demanding he put on his fucking seatbelt. She slammed the door, cutting off the sound of the 
driver telling him he’d have to pay a fine if he got blood on the upholstery, and they sped off. 


She rounded on Aleksander, next, ready to dispatch him all the same. She couldn't stand to be 
near him for a moment more. “Go home,” she commanded. “And you’re paying the cleaning 
fee for that fucking Uber, by the way. I’Ill send you a bill.” 
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Vill 


“You're never going to fucking believe what Zoya just called and told me.” Genya spilled into 
the seat across from Alina at her library table, eyes an electrified amber. Her whisper was 

more so an eager hiss as she leaned in across the table, past the built in reading lamp, to close 
Alina’s laptop over her fingers, to command her full attention, cappuccino-breathed, buzzing. 


“Ts it why she wasn’t in class today?” Alina demanded with a quirked brow, unamused, 
delicately extracting her fingers from her keyboard before they were crushed, “Because she 
better have a really good reason for skipping on a day we did group work. I had to actually 
talk to some of the other people in our class. Can you fucking imagine? It was incredibly 
damaging.” 


“Her dad’s going to prison.” 


“What?” Alina balked, twice as loud as she’d intended, forgetting the setting. Then came the 
expected, hissing chorus of shushes from the surrounding tables, like a pit full of agitated 
snakes. 


“Yeah, apparently the IRS and SEC are indicting him for just about every white collar crime 
you can think of — insider trading, tax fraud, embezzlement,” Genya rattled off, eating up 
Alina’s astonishment like holy sustenance, manna from heaven, candy lips curled back over a 
rather impish grin. “He’s facing like twenty-five years in federal prison.” 


“Are you fucking serious?” Alina demanded, quietly as she was capable, more so mouthing 
the words to keep from further angering her neighbors, channeling all of her outward 
expression instead into the astonished whorl of her eyes and the dropped-open slackness of 
her jaw. 


“Yeah, she was literally losing it over the phone — she said she didn’t know any of the 
specifics, or how much of it was true, but to be honest, I doubt she would’ve told me if she 
did,” Genya opined, shrugging. “Anyway, all I know is, it’s some serious shit.” 


“That’s fucking crazy,” Alina said. It was as Genya had probably expected, that Alina got a 
mean little thrill from this news, nourishment for the deeply harbored part of her that rejoiced 
at any and all misfortune that was not her own. But, curiously, that was not a// that she felt in 
hearing it. 


“I know, especially since they’re seizing almost all of his assets.” Genya divulged, like she 
savored this particular detail the most, like it tasted sweetest as it rolled off her tongue. 


“No fucking way,” Alina breathed, disbelieving. Zoya’s safety-net of riches, the obvious root 
of her sense of superiority, would be taken from her just like that? It sounded almost too good 
to be true. 


“Way. Don’t know how she’s going to afford that penthouse apartment now. First year 
associates sure as shit don’t make that much.” Genya pulled a face which said exactly what 


Alina was thinking — yikes. 


“Wow, why do I feel a little bit bad for her?” Alina wondered, brows pulling together in the 
center in a fine, pensive wrinkle. 


“T don’t know, but it’s not like you,” Genya said. “You should check your temperature — 
maybe you’re coming down with something.” 


“..She got an offer from the firm where her father was a partner, but I wonder if they’II pull 
it. | mean, probably, right? Well, anyway, unless she marries rich, she’s going to have to 
become accustomed to a very different lifestyle.” 


Aleksander had summoned Alina to his side that evening to attend some painfully pretentious 
black tie event at a museum uptown; the unveiling of a newly sourced collection of Georges 
Seurat paintings. 


He’d made the invitation easy to accept, or difficult to refuse, depending on how one looked 
at it, by sending along a hired car and appropriate costuming — an impeccably fitted black silk 
gown which was cut nearly to the dimples in Alina’s back. He seemed to take especial 
pleasure in dressing her up like his own little ball-jointed doll, posing her off his arm as they 
circulated the room. 


Perhaps under firing squad, Alina could admit that there was a part of her that enjoyed it, too. 


Alina had somewhat resigned herself to playing his companion, at least for the evening, 
trailing him around the exhibit as he studied each of the works with a meticulous, narrow- 
eyed determination, like he was taking note of each and every brush stroke. She’d accepted 
flute after flute of champagne from circulating trays, only admiring the art detachedly, 
herself, focusing most of her energy, instead, on describing to Aleksander the soap-operatic 
turn of her own afternoon, particularly Zoya’s plight, more so prattling at him than speaking 
to him, as she could not confidently say that she believed he was listening. 


“Tt’s the least she deserves for what she did to you; wouldn’t you say?” Aleksander mused, 
the first clear indication he’d offered that he was paying her any kind of attention — Alina 
watched, in profile, the casual arch of his brow. 


“What are you talking about?” her own eyebrows dipped in confusion as she mirrored the 
turn of his body, the line of his gaze, staring forward into the myriad dabbing brushstrokes of 
a pointillist piece, a vase of red flowers, as if it held all of the answers. 


“T had one of our PIs do a little recon,” he said lightly, moving toward the last framed work, 
which would complete their circuit — a charcoal sketch of a horse. She followed him, moving 
as he moved, as if they shared an axis, a magnetic field — like she was his moon, being pulled 
through the solar system by his revolution. “She’s the one who sent the picture of you railing 
a line of coke to the Dean of Students — very classy, by the way, Alina. You can’t imagine 
how proud it makes me, to have a cokewhore for a girlfriend.” 


Her jaw fell open, slack with astonishment, which perhaps, from afar, might have been 
interpreted as total awe at the brilliance of the art. Zoya. She reached back into the furthest 
recesses of her mind, reliving the night in browned-out flashes, trying to remember if she had 
even sensed the flash, maybe felt the warm light of it bathing her closed lids as the picture 
was taken, and drew a total blank. 


Of course she had suspected Zoya. It would have been a degree of naiveté bordering on 
idiocy, Alina thought, not to have considered that her greatest academic rival might so scorn 
her as to attempt to have her kicked out of school altogether. But actually hearing that it was 
so was a horse of an entirely different color. 


She had much preferred pointing the finger of blame at Aleksander. For whatever reason, 
conceiving of it as his trespass had been much easier to stomach. Perhaps she felt no 
entitlement to his loyalty, or perhaps she only understood, too well, that his affection for her, 
such that it was, would never stand in the way of his getting what he wanted most at any 
given moment. 


And maybe, shamefully, there existed a part of her, dark and gnarled as a twisted root, that 
had conceived of his doing such a thing as an indication of his devotion. He wanted her badly 
enough that he welcomed the hatred his sabotage would inspire - anything at all might be 
preferable to the brutal nothing of her uncaring oblivion. If he had to pull her apart to ground 
her, to love her, plucking the wings from a butterfly, he would. 


“What...did you...are you the one who tipped off the SEC?” Alina spluttered, disbelieving. 


“And the IRS,” Aleksander reminded her, as if she needed any clarification on the story she’d 
laid out for him only moments ago. “And no, it wasn’t me.” 


“But it was on your orders?” she clarified, incapable, in truth, of seeing any meaningful 
difference between the two options. 


He was silent beside her, which she decided to interpret as a response in the affirmative. 
“Why?” she asked. 


“Because she hurt you,” he replied simply, “And she has no right to fuck with what’s mine. If 
anyone’s going to hurt you, it’s going to be me.” 


If that statement weren’t utterly insane, Alina thought that it might actually have been sweet. 
She had essentially ceased to inquire after her responses to his behaviors, accepting the surge 
of fluttering butterfly wings in her gut, an updrafting gale of powdery wings beating against 
the bone cage of her ribs, as a minor disturbance not to be examined in any greater detail. 


“T didn’t ask you to do that,” she snapped at him, harsh. She was getting along perfectly fine 
without his interference; an interference which seemed to suggest, she thought, his belief that 
she was incapable of handling her own affairs. 


“No, of course you didn't, because you were much too busy going through my emails to see 
what was right in front of you,” he scoffed, rolling his eyes. He seemed...spectacularly 


unmoved by her having read his emails, which, had the roles been reversed, Alina would 
have seen as an egregious overstep of boundaries. That he didn’t seem to conceive of 
boundaries in the same way only made Alina more determined to find one which she could 
cross. “Your problem, Alinochka, is that you trust the wrong people.” 


“Oh, is that it?” she snorted, wondering if he expected any particular thanks for this 
enlightenment, this insight into her very being, which she might never have extrapolated 
herself. 


“Well, that and you’re too cock hungry to have any sense, but that’s less so your fault, more 
so in your nature,” he remarked with an exaggeratedly casual shrug, waving away another 
offered round of champagne before she had a chance to reach forward and pluck a flute from 
the tray. 


“One, you’re repulsive, and two, you need to stop meddling in my fucking life,” she insisted, 
firm. “I could have taken care of Zoya myself, thank you very much.” She’d been well on her 
way to ferreting out Zoya as the culprit — it was the next most obvious conclusion, had she 
ever managed to shake the suspicion that it was Aleksander. 


“Oh really?” he scoffed, unconvinced, “And what would you have done?” 


She considered this for a moment, aiming for an appropriate, somewhat commensurate 
response, eschewing the things which came immediately to mind, like kidnapping her family 
dog or feeding her rat poison, which, upon further reflection, Alina could identify were slight 
over-reactions, at least in the eye of the law. 


“T would have sent her nudes to her father, or her firm, depending on how the mood struck 
me,” she shrugged. They would not have been difficult to source from Mal’s iCloud account 
— perhaps he’d even stored a few mp4s, something to really get the blood moving. Alina 
wouldn’t have put it past him — he was forever trying to aim an iPhone camera in her face, 
flash blinding, when she had his cock tucked into her cheek. 


“Disappointingly uninspired, malyshka,” Aleksander tutted, disapproving, turning away from 
the painting to frown down at her, as if he really had expected more creativity. Alina felt a 
curious bloom of shame, like a punished child, then eschewed it. “And dare I say...anti- 
feminist?” 


So said the man that had just described being a cock hungry moron part of Alina’s “nature;” a 
paragon of feminist virtue if ever there was one. 


“This is much better,” he insisted, proceeding to list off the virtues of his plan, as if she 
needed convincing, as if it hadn’t already been done without her input: “Her father is facing 
twenty-five years in federal prison. My guy tells me they’re very close, so his incarceration 
should do real, lasting psychological damage — not to mention, there’s no way it will ever be 
traced back to you,” he said. 


Alina sniffed, unimpressed, turning up her nose. Secretly, of course, she was pleased. It felt 
strangely...nice, to have the messy business of seeking revenge taken out of her hands and 
squared away. But she would never admit that to him. 


“You know, you could just thank me,” he pointed out. 


“T won't,” she said, lifting another flute of champagne from the nearest circulated tray, 
bringing it to her lips with a gloating smile. 


“Do you think it’s not...severe enough?” Aleksander asked her after a moment longer of 
staring at the sketch of the horse, his expression genuinely pensive. “If you ask me nicely, I’d 
consider making her disappear for good.” 


Alina almost laughed at this — a sort of reflexive, knee-jerk to reaction to such an absurd 
suggestion — but studying him in profile, the absolute blank canvas expanse of his expression, 
she realized he was serious. “She’s one of my best friends — what the fuck is wrong with 
you?” she demanded. 


“That’s a little sad, don’t you think, Alina?” he almost winced, pitying. “Perhaps you need 
better friends.” 


“Maybe I do. That doesn’t mean I want you to have her disappeared,” she retorted. He 
clearly didn’t understand what real friendship was like — at times, an almost borderline 
incestuous closeness; and at other times, bloodshed. 


“You'd rather watch, then?” He asked, arching an eyebrow, challenging. 
“No,” she asserted. 


The way he turned to her then, smirking, a devilish curl to his lips, told her that he’d caught 
on to her moment’s hesitation, the telling delay in her response. “You’re so deliciously out of 
your mind, Alina.” He chuckled, his eyes soft and earthen, fond. 


It seemed perfectly sensible to her, that out of the two options, she would be at least curious 
to observe what sort of things Aleksander’s covert little militia members might be capable of 
doing to someone at his command. It didn’t mean she wanted it to happen, or that she would 
enjoy it. “I was never like this before you,” she pointed out, a sharp rebuff. 


“Oh, please,” he scoffed, dismissive. “As much as I’d like to take credit for your undoing, 
you’d lost control long before me. It’s part of what drew me to you in the first place. Like 
calls to like, after all, Alina.” 


“That’s certainly encouraging,” she rolled her eyes. She really was in great company, wasn’t 
she? 


Alina sank down onto the circular, tufted velvet lounge that centered the darkened gallery 
with a sigh, gown fluttering around her thighs like a cool whisper, staring around the room at 
the artwork anchored to the walls, wishing she could slip inside one of the paintings instead 
of being there, sitting in that darkened, empty room in her ridiculous gown, feet aching from 
standing by Aleksander’s side all evening in stilettos, agonizingly bored. 


An angel stared back at her from within a wooden frame, looking down over her with either 
serene empathy or cold impassion, depending on interpretation, depending on the lighting. 


The several glasses of champagne Alina had downed, fast and then faster, had provided the 
perfect opportunity to excuse herself once one of Anvil’s clients had spotted Aleksander from 
clear across the exhibit floor and descended upon him to talk shop, looking past Alina like 
she was a statue — cold, decapitated marble. 


Emerging from the restroom, reeking of the spritz of Black Opium she’d borrowed from a 
patent Chanel clutch left out in the powder room antechamber, its vanilla patchouli notes a 
choking, sensual cloud around her, she’d decided she wasn’t quite ready to return to 
Aleksander’s side, off on her own frolic, slipping up one of the roped off staircases to explore 
the darkened upper galleries. 


There she sat, head tilted, selecting one quadrant of the largest painting in the room and 
focusing on it, hard, until her vision blurred, kaleidoscoping. She listened to the thunder of 
blood through her body, a drum beat in her head, the champagne buzz a sweet fire in her 
veins. 


“T didn’t know you were into modern art, Starkov.” Came a voice from the door, interrupting 
her spacey observation of the thudding tempo of her pulse. A man’s voice. 


“In theory,” Alina replied, turning to look up at Nikolai Lantsov as he strode into the room. 
She wasn’t particularly surprised to see her boss at an event like this — it was just bourgeois 
enough to have drawn him in, a very rich moth to a moneyed flame — though she was a bit 
surprised to discern that he had apparently been watching her from afar, closely enough to 
follow her upstairs. 


“Are you really here with Morozova?” he asked, crossing in close to the painting of the 
angel, to study it in the scant track lighting, which cast down overhead, haloing his fair hair 
like a crown. “I saw you down there with him.” 


“Answered your own question, I guess,” she replied, careful, standing to join him, to study 
his expression. He seemed...off: A far cry from the magnanimous advisor she’d been texting, 
taking advice from with respect to her career. “How do you know each other?” 


“We went to school together when we were younger. We didn’t grow up in the same 
neighborhood, or tax bracket, but he made it in on scholarship,” he replied, careful to specify 
what she already knew — that Aleksander had not been born with a silver spoon in his mouth; 
that it had been something he had coveted, and taken for his own later on in life. “And now, 
of course, our mothers run in the same social circles, so we end up seeing quite a lot of one 
another, like it or not.” 


She supposed, from the faint haughty scrunch to his nose, that he didn t particularly like it. It 
seemed their rivalry was a long and complicated thread, one Alina hesitated to pluck at, to 
coax Nikolai to unwind for her. 


“What was he like when you were in school?” she had to ask him anyway, too curious to 
resist. Perhaps he had been nothing like the Aleksander she knew now — the cold, impassive, 


remote island of a man, whose sporadic flashes of openness and tenderness Alina found so 
infuriatingly arresting. 


“A shit. Just the same,” Nikolai shrugged. “You’re too good for him, you know.” He turned 
to look down at her, his eyes a warm, honeyed hazel. The green in them was a jarring, spring- 
time hue, out of step with the season. One look into those eyes and she ceased to wonder 
what had ever motivated her to let him slide the bikini bottoms from her hips, adrift on open 
sea. 


“T know,” she said. But then she was also too good for him, by that metric. 


“You look stunning tonight,” Nikolai told her. “I almost choked on my champagne when I 
saw you.” 


“You clean up pretty nicely yourself,” Alina returned the compliment, admiring the line of his 
body in his suit — he was rich boy built, the kind of musculature achieved by playing polo and 
lacrosse in his youth, softening just slightly, deliciously, around the edges with various 
indulgences. 


She hesitated to compare the two, but Aleksander’s body was...rangier, carved out by years 
of Army training and maintained by an Equinox membership — there was a harshness to his 
construction, a more obvious physicality. Where Lantsov’s body was just a body, 
Aleksander’s body was architecture; was a weapon. 


“You have no idea how hard it’s been for me to text you like a normal person,” he sighed. His 
eyes were low-lidded, communicating volumes, and Alina could have pretended to be obtuse 
to it, probably should have, but she received it all, loud and clear. “All I could ever think 
about was how fucking good you tasted; how it was fucking killing me that I might never get 
to touch you again.” 


As he spoke, Alina’s eyes were on his mouth — he had a woman’s mouth, a soft-looking 
mouth, peculiarly plush. There was something effortlessly sensual about a man with a mouth 
like that. Alina pictured it without meaning to, that mouth of his, between her legs. 


“T think you must be some kind of witch,” he accused, watching her eyes. 


There was a sort of inevitable pull between their bodies, an obvious gravity, so it was 
impossible to say who had leaned in first, impossible to blame either of them for simply 
leaning in to the trajectory set out for them. They kissed — he reached up to cup her cheek 
tenderly, thumb stroking along the arch of her cheekbone. She parted her lips and his tongue 
skipped across hers, retreated — she followed. 


She was really feeling the champagne now, the warm thrill of it, spreading from the pit of her 
stomach in every direction, like a sunburst. Various thoughts darted through her head like 
minnows in a stream — chief among them was: what in god’s name would Aleksander say if 
he were to walk into the room? What might he do? 


Alina felt the strange compulsion to /augh, to giggle into Nikolai’s mouth; an almost 
hysterical feeling, rising like a balloon in her chest, trapped in her throat as she refused to 


allow it to escape, bumping against the ceiling of her esophagus. 


He pressed into her harder, curling his arm around her waist to pull her in closer, up onto her 
toes. She stumbled into him, leaned up against his chest, planting her palms there to steady 
herself. 


And was immediately unsteadied as he reached up the part in her dress, the fabric gathering, 
silkily, at the bend of his wrist, to press his his hand between her legs, stroking her slit 
through the fabric of her underwear before shifting them aside to touch her bare skin. 


She contemplated the sensation briefly as his fingertips circled her clit. It was nice, the way it 
was always nice, much the way that sometimes, sitting down in a particular pair of too-tight 
jeans was nice. But his touch didn’t make her rabid, didn’t turn her body to a pyre, so 
ultimately, she seized his wrist, plucked his hand from beneath her dress. 


“Not a good idea,” Alina reminded him, stepping back, hooking her underwear out of the 
crease of her thigh, readjusting. 


“Youre right,” Nikolai agreed, but there was a barely contained edge of bitterness to the 
admission, a wounded seethe that Alina couldn’t help but note. He crossed to the opposite 
side of the room, facing away from her to regain his composure, probably to will his erection 
to abate. When he turned to face her again, his expression was utterly vacant, closed off. 
“T’ve been thinking, you know, that it might be best for you to be reassigned to another 
practice group when you officially start work at the firm.” 


“Wh —” Alina did laugh then, a surprised, breathless burst of sound. 


“T just find you too distracting, Alina,” he interrupted, “And it’s against firm policy for us to 
see each other, anyway, so it’s probably for the best.” 


“You're kicking me out of your practice group because I don’t want to fuck you,” she said, 
harsh, refusing to accept any milder of an explanation. If he was going to be a prick, he could 
at least be honest about it. 


“Alina, let’s be mature about this,” he sighed. “This is the least drastic action I could take in 
this circumstance — know that,” this was, in one, intended as a bestowed blessing and a 
warning. “You have to be careful, as a new associate, what kind of reputation you end up 
with. Which, by the way, also means you shouldn’t be sleeping with a client, either. It’s 
totally against ethics rules. I won’t tell anyone, of course, but I’m just saying, you should 
think more carefully about the choices you’re making.” 


His advice, which had once been so welcome, now inspired a sensation in her gut like she 
had swallowed fire ants, a citric sour scalding. Who was he to tell her anything about 
choices? 


“You're a fucking bastard,” she spat. She had no concern for the questionable wisdom of 
calling her boss a bastard — she wanted to burn his village down, wanted him to regret the 
choice he ‘d made of following her up those stairs. 


“IT know,” he said with an insincere frown of remorse, “But trust me, so is he.” 


“Where the hell were you?” Aleksander demanded as Alina sidled back up to him. “You left 
me at that horrible man’s mercy for like half an hour. I almost fell asleep in the middle of the 


conversation.” His expression was dark and accusatory with genuine frustration, which 
thrilled her. 


“This party’s on its last legs,” Alina observed instead of answering him directly, a quarter 
turn to face outwards from him, to watch the final art revelers milling around, clinging to 
something that was winding down, that would die despite their best efforts to resurrect it, 
guzzling down the final flutes of champagne and laughing, loud and echoing. 


“Tt started out on its last legs, I think,” he said, the demanding pull of his eyes on hers, a 
knowing scrutiny that she squirmed beneath. 


“Morozova! I thought that was you.” 


Alina felt trapped in a nightmare of her own imagining as Lantsov approached them, voice 
booming, his approach not unlike that of an overly-affable golden retriever, teeth bared in an 
almost repulsively congenial smile. Inside, she was like a building in collapse, from the 
bottom up, going down in a cloud of rubble. 


“Nikolai,” Aleksander greeted him, polite but lacking in warmth, the handshake they shared 
fairly tepid. “I don’t imagine I need to introduce you to my date,” he said, and Alina’s heart 
seized like a clawed fist was curled around it, squeezing. “You and Ms. Starkov work 
together at the firm, don’t you?” 


Oh. Yes, of course that’s what he’d meant. 


“We do,” Nikolai nodded. “Pleasure to see you, Alina. I’m glad to see that you haven’t let 
your studies get in the way of having a little fun.” His eyes glittered cruelly as he spoke to her 
— he was absolutely delighting in her discomfort, her inexplicable mounting anxiety that he 
had come to expose her. 


“T never do,” she said, sweet as rattlesnake venom. 


Really, Alina needn’t have been concerned — in divulging anything that had happened 
upstairs, Nikolai would only have doomed himself. There was a shrewdness in his eyes, a 
quiet intellect, which said that he was well aware. He was many things, but stupid was not 
one of them. 


“Well, I was on my way out, but I just wanted to stop by and say hello,” he said, infuriatingly 
casual. “And to tell you, Aleksander, that I’m so looking forward to working together, going 
forward, on Anvil’s portfolio.” He was toying with them both, feeding on the undercurrent of 
tension, on the hatred they were forced to mask with a shallow, flat-eyed politeness. 


“As am I,” Aleksander agreed. 


“Will I see you this weekend, at your mother’s party? Tatiana’s been twisting my arm to get 
me to attend more of these things — thinks I’1l meet a decent girl there to settle down with,” 
Nikolai laughed. 


“Yes, we’ ll be there,” Aleksander replied, answering, Alina had to imagine, for the both of 
them. 


“Great, I'll see you then. Oh, by the way, Alina,” he paused, like he’d had some revelation as 
he’d turned to depart, lightning-struck, “Let me know if you need a character witness for your 
bar application. I’d be happy to vouch for your great moral fiber.” 


Alina’s lips curled with a smile like butter wouldn’t have melted in her mouth. God, she 
fucking hated him. 


Back at Aleksander’s apartment, Alina helped herself right away to the spoils of his built-in 
bar, concocting a gin and tonic that was admittedly light on the tonic. 


“You were very quiet in the car, Alina. Is everything alright?” Aleksander asked, coming up 
behind her, towering over her, his palms warm on the distinct chill of her bare shoulders, 
ducking his head to kiss her neck as she sipped her drink, scowling. 


“T don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m fine,” she snapped, moving out from beneath 
his touch with a sharp turn, stalking past him to throw herself down onto the couch. 


“Of course,” he said, with that carefully restrained edge of malice she was coming to know so 
well. It amused her, for some reason, that it so vexed him, her refusing more amorous 
treatment; her closing herself off to him and turning away. “Take your fucking shoes off,” he 
instructed, sharply, like he was spitting tacks. “You’ll ruin the carpet.” 


Scoffing, she reached down to free herself from the heels she was wearing, let them thunk 
heavily onto the very carpet he was so concerned about them ruining. Turned her glass, 
dumping the remainder of her drink down her throat. 


“T just think it’s fucking irritating that you would tell Nikolai I’m going to some fucking party 
before even inviting me.” If he wanted an explanation for her chill, he could have it. But he 
wouldn’t necessarily like it. “A party that your mother is throwing, no less,” she added with a 
scoff. “You’re really going to introduce me to your mother? As what, exactly? Your sugar 
baby?” 


“As my girlfriend, Alina,” he replied simply. “Your discomfort with the term is something 
you'll have to work out in your own mind, I’m afraid,” he told her, like he simply didn’t have 
the patience, anymore, for her foolish theatrics. “She’s very much looking forward to meeting 
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you. 


“And I’m looking forward to telling her that her son is a fucking prick,” she returned with a 
strike, pushing herself back onto her feet to go refill her drink. 


“She might very well agree with you,” he shrugged, still watching her, his gaze as exposing 
as if it were burning her clothes from her skin, flaying her to the bone. 


“Why the hell did you have to transfer all of Anvil’s business to my firm?” she whirled 
around to demand of him, tossing ice cubes down into her glass with a harsh clang. It was as 
if by just watching her with those eyes he was somehow drawing from her all of her 
frustrations, like a magician’s unending rope of silken scarves, purging them from her. “I’m 
not even allowed to fuck clients, so if it was some creepy, desperate ploy to get closer to me, 
all it’s going to do is get me fucking fired, thank you very much!” 


“If you remember, Alina, dear, I mentioned to you that Rawlins has taken effective control of 
the company. He made the switch without consulting me — I never would’ve consented to 
have Lantsov handling my business matters,” he assured her. This, at least, had an obvious 
ring of truth. “It has absolutely nothing to do with you, I can assure you, you self-centered 
brat.” 


Alina relaxed her defensive stance slightly, cocking a hip as she sipped her drink, eyeing him 
still with suspicion. She was annoyed with him, regardless. Had decided to be. He was a 
conduit, tonight, for her rage toward Lantsov, which had nowhere safer to go. 


“You've been dreadfully ornery this evening, Alina,” Aleksander critiqued her with a frown, 
“But I think I have just the thing to change your tune.” He strode past her, out of the room, 
reappearing after a stretch to hand her a large, square velvet box. 


She opened it, stiff with trepidation. Inside was a Fabergé egg pendant, a stunning piece of 
antique jewelry, worth how many thousands of dollars, Alina shuddered to think. The egg 
was hollow, about the size of a goldfinch’s egg, its construction like a cage of delicately laced 
solid gold with a diamond suspended in its center. It was just the kind of gaudy, gorgeous 
thing Alina would have lusted after, had she seen it around someone else’s neck. 


“What the fuck is this?” Alina demanded, plucking it from the cushioned box, letting it 
dangle between her fingers like something offensive, venomous. 


“Tt’s a necklace, Alina. For you,” he explained, taking it from her to unclasp it. “Turn around 
and lift your hair so I can put it on you.” 


“Why would you give me this?” Her birthday wasn’t for months, and if he told her it was for 
some silly, manufactured anniversary of theirs, she sincerely felt she might begin to retch. 


“Because I want to see it around your neck while you’re on your knees sucking my cock,” he 
said. 


He brushed away the wispy baby hairs at the nape of her neck to fasten the necklace — she 
had never before realized that the back of her neck could feel so sensitive, the mere brush of 
his fingers sending a delicious little shiver down her spine, tightening her nipples against the 
front of her dress. 


“Ts this a real diamond?” Alina asked, scrutinizing the pendant, which now rested in the dip 
of her cleavage. “You do realize that buying diamonds is seriously unethical. I mean, I know 


you’re no stranger to human rights abuses, but — ” 


“Be quiet, milaya,” he interrupted her, brusque, though she did not think she was imagining 
that the ghost of a smile was beginning to draw at the corners of his mouth. “As ever, I must 
remind you, there are much better things for you do with that pretty mouth.” 


He reached out to catch the zipper of her dress and tugged it down the center of her spine, the 
buttery fabric falling free around her shoulders to bare her entire back, and then lifted her 
glass out of her surprised grasp and carried it into the living room where he sat, crossed his 
legs, and began to drink it. 


Alina shrugged the straps of the dress down her arms and let the fabric pool around her feet 
in a soft whisper. Stepping out of one side of the silken circle, she hooked the dress with her 
foot and kicked it, sending it sailing in his direction. It caught on the shade of one of the 
standing lamps between them and dragged it to the ground, the bulb shattering with the 
impact, a satisfying crunch. 


“What is your fixation with leaving a path of destruction in your wake, Alina darling?” 
Aleksander wondered, apparently unamused. 


“That was at least an accident,” she defended, picking her way over to him, going the long 
way around the sectional to avoid any broken glass. “Don’t be mad,” she said, sitting, or 
sprawling, across from where he sat in his armchair, regarding her with his nose upturned, 
cross, “I like the necklace.” 


“Ts that your way of saying thank you?” he asked. 
“No, I have a much better way,” she shook her head. 


She slipped down off of the couch, rolling onto her hands and knees, and crawled across the 
carpet to him, her body’s movement sinuous, eyes rolled up to watch his, to watch him watch 
her, the same way you’d watch a tiger prowling toward you in the jungle, all wide-eyed, tense 
fascination. 


She came up between the slight part in his knees, pressed her body into that space, spreading 
his legs farther astraddle, planting her palms, open, on his thighs, giving them a squeeze. He 
inhaled sharply, but not like it hurt. 


“Sorry about the lamp, Sasha,” she told him, laying her cheek against his thigh, looking up at 
him, eyes wide and apologetic, “But it was kind of ugly, anyway — you have to admit.” 


He reached down to pet her hair as she ran her hand up his thigh, fingertips ending just shy of 
his erection, resting already in the curve of his own hip. She leaned forward, on an impulse, 
to seal her mouth over the head of it, through the fabric of his pants. He jumped as though 
electrocuted. 


“Fuck’s sake, sweetheart,” he hissed. “You can break anything you want if this is the apology 
I get.” 


She grinned, devilish, and reached in to unfasten his belt, plucking open the button on his suit 
pants and tugging down the zipper. He assisted her in her efforts, shoving his pants and 
underwear down his thighs enough for her to get his cock into her fist, his head tilting back, 
the biteable expanse of his throat on full display, as her tongue swept, flattened, around the 
startlingly vibrant, beading head of his cock. 


“Mmm,” she hummed, sucking his cock into the warmth and wet of her mouth, until the head 
just grazed her soft palate, working her tongue along the underside. She pulled back for a 
moment to spit on it, deliciously vulgar, reaching in to pump her own spit along the shaft as 
she focused her attention on the head. 


He curled his fingers into her hair at the scalp, more so cradling the back of her head than 
applying any pressure. “Good girl,” he sighed, a husky soft praise. 


The hungry soft sucking noises of her lips sliding along the length of his cock were the only 
sound in the room, save for the sound of his breath, loud as the wind. She was so turned on 
she could scarcely stand it, feeding on his sighs and the almost pained contortion of his 
expression, his death grip on the arm of the chair. She couldn’t resist slipping her fingers 
along the plane of her belly, down into her panties, to play through the slickness that had 
gathered between her lips, painting it up across the achy little button of her clit. 


“Ts sucking my cock getting you that hot, malyshka?” he taunted her with a low, rich chuckle. 
“Do you think most good girls get off on having their mouths fucked? Or do you think that 
makes you a filthy little slut with no self control?” 


The elastic band of her panties snapped as she drew her hand free, brows puckering as she 
scowled up at him. She would show him what a lack of self control looked like. 


He chuckled a little at this, a sound cut off abruptly as she reached in to cup his balls, 
drawing them up around the shaft as she leaned in over his lap to take his cock into her 
mouth deeper. The flared corona of his cockhead popped into her throat and she choked, 
hard, pulled off of him spluttering. 


“Jesus Christ,” he groaned, to her snort of amusement as she took him down her throat again, 
as deep, now, as she could, just sitting there, letting the air all run out, letting her throat spasm 
around his cock, until her head swam wildly from the lack of oxygen, stars before her eyes. 


She pulled back just enough to breathe, then focused on sucking, hard, higher, really drawing 
him into the spit-slick clutch of her mouth. Her hand twisted around what, of his shaft, she 
had not fit into her mouth, drawing his climax out of him. He was so close she could fucking 
taste it, could feel it in the mad tension of his body, his grip tightening in her hair. 


So it was at that very moment that she pulled away, his cock falling free of her mouth with a 
soft pop as she sat back on her heels, wiping off her lips and chin on the back of her hand, 
smearing all of the spit and precum from her palm onto the rug below her. 


“T think Pll head off to bed now,” she decided, standing to sashay off to his bedroom. 


She made it nearly to the threshold before he swept her up in his arms, kicking and 
complaining, to deposit her onto his bed on her hands and knees, yanking her panties down 
and off with such force he nearly pulled her from the edge of the bed. 


“You’re much too needy to be a tease, malyshka,” he chastised her, landing a forceful smack 
to her upturned ass, a blow that was louder than it was painful, though it smarted plenty. 
“That sweet little pussy is just dripping for me, isn’t it?” he asked, reaching in to slide 
fingertips through the copious wetness which had smeared clear into the crease of her thighs. 
“Why don’t you tell me what you want, pretty girl? What can papa do to make you happy?” 


She let out an animalistic groan, part surprise, part rapture, part agony as he pushed two 
fingers into her cunt at once, driving them in deep. He stretched her open around those 
fingers, pumping them into her, as she remembered how to speak, and finally bit out, “I want 
your cock.” 


He chuckled, said, “You want my cock in this wet little cunt of yours, huh, baby?” 


“Yes,” she groaned, guttural, her face buried against the covers. It was true; it was not only 
what he wanted to hear, it was the god awful fucking truth. She wanted it and she didn’t. She 
hated it and she had to have it. 


“What do you say?” he coaxed, hammering those fingers home, hard enough that in a 
moment she would become overstimulated and angry, take her chances with fighting him off 
and finishing what she’d started herself. 


“Please fuck me,” she choked out, leaning into the plunge of his fingers, though it hurt. 
“Please, Sasha, I want your cock inside me. Please.” 


On the final plea he pulled his fingers free, using the wetness that coated his hand all the way 
to his palm to slick the head of his cock as he climbed up onto the bed behind her, sidling in 
between her lewdly spread thighs, her offered up cunt and ass, upon which his handprint was 
still marked in raised red relief. 


As he drove into her, slow, her body fought against the squeeze, as it always did. It had 
become clear that she would never not strain to take him, just as it had become clear that he 
loved forcing her to, loved busting her cunt open around his cock, quivering and stinging 
with the stretch. He drove his hips in just a bit harder, bumping up against the sensitive 
mouth of her cervix, and she mewled in pain. 


“This little pussy was made for me, baby. All your fucking life, you’ve just been waiting to 
take this cock, haven’t you?” he murmured, hot and horrible, down into her ear, leaning over 
her, clenching up a fistful of her hair as he ground his cock into her in a sickening, agonizing 
revolution of his hips. 


“Fuck, yes,” she agreed, panting from the unbelievable stretch, still in awe of how her body 
managed to take him, even as it threatened every moment to split at the seams. 


He leaned back to spread her ass cheeks, to watch himself enter her, to watch the glistening, 
slick length of him bury itself into her to the hilt, time and time again. Her fists clenched up 


the covers so hard her knuckles cracked audibly. 


“Don’t tell me you already want to come, sweetheart,” he chuckled, reaching down to seize a 
handful of her hair, dragging her back until she was flush with his chest, his arm coming up 
under her ribs to hold her there, tight against him as he fucked her, pounding that fat cock up 
inside of her, stretching her open so wide and so deep she wondered if she’d feel him on the 
outside, were she to put a hand to her belly. 


“Please, Sasha,” she begged, reaching up to his wrist as he manacled his fingers around her 
throat, fingers pressing into the arteries on either side of her neck, stilling the blood flow to 
her brain. 


“Come for Daddy, little whore,” he whispered, wicked, against her ear, not letting go of her 
throat, not letting her breathe until the orgasm rushed in and shook her, made it impossible 
for her to catch her breath anyway, even to scream, as it tore through her body in convulsions, 
shredding every ounce of sanity from her mind. 


He fucked her steady through it, until she surfaced, lucidity filtering back in in little 
fragments, and it was fine, a decent enough rhythm to get her there again, maybe, but she 
wanted more. She felt splintered apart and fragile and too small beneath him, swallowed up 
under the weight of his driving hips. She wanted to be able to stare into his face and breathe 
his breath down into her lungs, to watch his eyes as he took her totally apart and knit her back 
together as something that was his alone. 


“Switch,” she insisted, slurry, reaching behind her to bat at him, low on his abdomen, just 
above where he was driving into her, an ineffectual attempt to get him to back out of her, to 
withdraw. “I wanna be on top. Lemme get on top, Sasha. Please.” 


“You wanna be in charge, huh, malyshka? Think you can handle it? Think you’re a big girl?” 
he murmured softly, his thrusts slowing to a shallow, plunging halt. 


“Yes, Sasha, I can handle it,” she insisted, “I’m a big girl.” 


“Alright,” he grunted, holding her hips still to pull out of her. “C’mere, then.” He took her 
place on the mattress, propping himself up higher, against the pillows, pulling her down into 
his lap, where she clumsily shifted into place, disoriented. 


She waited for a beat, but he didn’t push back up inside of her, the glistening length of him 
just resting along her tummy, between them. He just stared at her, waiting for her to take the 
initiative, just as she’d requested. So she took him in hand and slid him up against her 
stinging entrance, and sunk down onto his cock, letting it split her back open, slow. 


Her jaw dropped, a plaintive sound eking free. He groaned, tipping his head back, and she 
draped herself in across his chest, breasts flat against him, to kiss along his neck and jaw, 
sucking and nipping at the skin stretched over his Adam’s apple. 


Leaned forward, almost equestrian, she worked her hips in a syrupy, short rhythm; grinding 
rotations over him, scarcely pulling back, a stirring which coaxed high, needy noises out of 
her that she smothered against his neck. His hands were in her hair, stroking along her back, 


gripping her ass and around her waist. He wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tight, his 
arms strong around her, anchoring her to his body and to the earth as she threatened to 
fracture apart from the center outward, little pieces of her lost to the ether. 


He lifted his chin to kiss her and she turned her head. It was too much, too intimate, she 
couldn’t be held accountable for what she might do if he kissed her right now like he loved 
her, while he was so deep inside of her there was no longer any her, only them. He chuckled, 
undeterred, cupped her face in his palm, holding it in place so he could kiss her, slow, sweet, 
stroking his fingers through her hair, tracing fingertips along her spine. Her eyes burned and 
blurred, gathering with tears, and she wrenched her chin free, burying her face, sinking her 
teeth into his earlobe as she came, shuddering in his arms, his lap, her own skin, grinding 
every last unctuous sweet contraction out of it. 


They lay together in the dark, on top of the covers, Alina resting her head against his chest, 
the warmth of his skin against her cheek. She knew she needed to get up and pee, knew she 
needed to find her dress and put it back on, call herself an Uber home, but she wasn’t really 
certain that she could walk, just yet, and his palm stroking along the curve of her skull was an 
almost hypnotic soothe, erasing every other impulse but the one to lay right there beside him, 
memorizing the tempo of his breath. 


IX 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“God, why do dudes like that always think that talking the loudest somehow makes them 
right?” Eva, who was currently enrolled an International Business Transactions course with 
Alina, hovered by the reserved study room’s whiteboard, dry erase marker uncapped, 
scenting the air with somehow appealingly toxic fumes. 


“T have no fucking idea, but if that pencil dick interrupted me one more time, I was going to 
lunge across the table and choke him out,” Alina rolled her eyes, reclined back in her 
conference room chair, still fuming, chewing testily at the straw of her iced latte. 


“What did we join a study group with those two douchebags for, anyway?” Eva asked. She 
capped her marker and returned it to the whiteboard tray with a clang, finished sketching out 
the vague parameters of the UN Convention on Contracts for the International Sale of Goods. 


“Ethan claims to have an outline for this class from his friend who got an A-plus last 
semester, and I thought if we got on his good side, he might share it with us. Who would’ve 
thought he doesn’t have a good side?” Alina shrugged. “And Christian is like his conjoined 
twin, or his tumor, or something — they’re pretty much a package deal.” 


The idea that the scope of the CISG could become such a hotly contested issue pretty much 
boggled the mind, but disagreement over it had, nonetheless, driven their study partners from 
the room, claiming to be late for a law journal meeting. Oftentimes it rang true, the 
supposition that law students liked to argue purely for arguments’ sake. 


“Shit like this makes me hate law school,” Eva complained, clearing the board with a few 
arcing swipes of an eraser. “I’m ready to actually be in practice. My mentor at work always 
talks about how completely different it is, and how law school barely prepares you for any of 
it. It’s like all of this is some kind of sick hazing ritual, just to weed out the weak.” 


Alina mulled this over as they packed up their materials, jamming sheaves of notes and 
absurdly weighty casebooks into their backpacks. She believed it, that most of the hurdles in 
law school were set up specifically to narrow the herd, to make the profession more 
exclusive. 


But she also thought that, in truth, she largely felt the opposite of Eva. She had always quite 
enjoyed law school, and academia in general; felt most at ease in life as a student, where 
expectations were explicit, spelled out in syllabus form. She wasn’t certain if she looked 
forward at all to the rigors of practice, where every hypothetical would be actual, with real 
life consequence. 


Consequences were such an amorphous concept for her, still. 


“What are you up to this weekend?” Eva asked her as they made their way toward the library 
exit, sliding their way through the turnstiles. 


“T’m going to some party my boyfriend’s mother is throwing,” she slipped up, accidentally 
blurting out the truth. It featured so centrally in her mind, at present, that it simply spilled 
forth, tripping from her tongue. 


But she never talked about Aleksander to anyone — she sti// hadn’t even told Genya — and she 
certainly didn’t refer to him as her boyfriend. 


“Uh oh,” Eva laughed as they plodded down the library steps together, out into the courtyard, 
zipping their puffers up to their chins, “Do you get along with his mom?” 


“This is the first time I’m meeting her,” Alina said. There was no point in remaining closed- 
lipped now — if Eva mentioned any of this to Genya, Alina would hear quite the earful about 
it. 


Genya would think that Alina debuting this kind of information to a second tier friend before 
her was absurd. But it was sort of like an inadvertent soft launch — a low-risk way for Alina 
to determine if she could even bear to hear herself say it. 


“Even worse,” Eva said. 


“Yeah, I’m...a little concerned,” Alina admitted. She’d tried several times, already, to beg out 
of the engagement, texting Aleksander that she was feeling under the weather, that her pet 
turtle had died, that a school project had cropped up unexpectedly. And he had already 
warned her, each time, that he would drag her there by her hair if he had to. 


“Can’t say I envy you,” Eva said, “When Lindsey’s mom came to visit our place for the first 
time, we accidentally left one of our dildos suction-cupped to the wall in the shower. No 
matter how badly it goes, at least it probably won’t be worse than that,” she offered with a 
shrug. 


“That’s...mildly comforting,” Alina decided. 


On the top floor of a hotel off Park Avenue, the party was in full swing by the time 
Aleksander and Alina finally arrived; their convoy held up, some, by Alina’s shameless 
attempts to delay the inevitable, answering the door for him in a g-string, refusing to put on 
her shoes. 


It had been a warped Cinderella scene, his pinning her down to force her kicking feet into a 
pair of heels. 


The venue had a distinctly uptown sensibility — all sleek, polished lines and dark wood 
ceiling beams, support pylons wound in jute rope. Brick accent walls crawled with trellised 
ivy, architectural light fixtures casting down a warm, honeyed glow over the crowd. 


There was a too-fine edge to every decorative choice; an ostentatiousness in every rustic 
accent, belying that a well-paid professional had selected them, aiming for a cozy, close 
atmosphere and striking somewhere left of it. 


Aleksander had dressed Alina in something sweet, ethereal — viscose, with fluttery sleeves 
and a pattern like vintage blue and white porcelain. The bodice was fitted, but the ruffled 
skirt fell to mid-thigh, an almost saintly selection, which cast her as darling and demure, 
rather than as a vile, unkempt temptress of the boglands, her typical aesthetic. 


In the back of the car, Aleksander had described his mother, Baghra, to Alina in a rough, 
quite broad sketch, trying to prepare Alina for their introduction — spinning for Alina the yarn 
of how Baghra had grown up desperately poor, emigrated from the old country as a child, and 
raised Aleksander by herself in the Bronx after his father split, foregoing meals, at times, in 
order to feed him. 


Baghra had never known wealth in all of her life, but had taken to it with all of the ease of 
someone who had long been accustomed to it, soon as it was on offer. She’d made a place for 
herself in Upper East Side society, assimilating easily with all the old money biddies, who 
resented her in all her nouveau riche ways, but nevertheless could not deny her a place among 
them. 


She took great pleasure, Aleksander told Alina of his mother, in forcing them to tolerate her, 
and that, he said, was the one thing that described her about as fully as anything could. 


She sounded fascinating, if a little intimidating, sort of like a tarantula — something Alina 
might rather have observed from afar than to have placed into her hand. 


Alina felt that she was no more desirous of Baghra’s approval than she was of anyone’s. 
Alina liked to be liked — everyone did, really, whether or not they would admit it. But it was 
nothing integral to her sense of self; far from a matter of life-or-death. 


It would be much neater if Baghra liked her, but Alina would survive if she didn’t. 
After all, she wasn’t really Aleksander’s girlfriend. 


They forfeited their coats at the door and proceeded into the lounge hand in hand, Alina’s 
grip fairly...forceful, her palm faintly clammy, which she attributed to the warmth of 
Aleksander’s mitt wrapped around it. 


He held her small hand like a treasure, close, guiding her through the part in the mingling 
crowd, cruising, like someone who knew he belonged, who could not be told otherwise. He 
and his mother had that much in common, if his description of her was to be believed. 


“We should find my mother and say hello, first, or ll never hear the end of it,” he leaned in 
close to Alina’s ear to say. 


Their path, inevitable as a loosed arrow, led them across the room to an older woman in a 
black, A-line dress, who was surveying the crowd with crow-like eyes, near dark as her son’s, 
with lines of careful scrutiny in the creases around them; and around her mouth, which was 


ironed into a firm line. Her hair was dark like Aleksander’s, but shot through with gray, like 
the same fine, silvery strands Alina could sometimes see at his temples, in the right light. 


“T wasn’t sure if you were coming,” Baghra said in greeting as they approached her, with 
eyes only for Aleksander. Alina she looked past, or rather through, as if she were transparent, 
a mirage. An interesting, if predictable approach — ignore the interloper and she might just 
disappear. Alina fought the urge to smirk. 


“Wouldn’t have missed it,” Aleksander assured her. “Madraya, this is my girlfriend, Alina 
Starkov,” he introduced her, “Alina, this is my mother, Baghra Morozova.” 


“Nice to meet you,” Alina said, the words saccharine on her tongue. She was no stranger to 
the Morozova brand of cool contempt; it had lost most of its power to repel her, by now. 


“My son has told me so much about you,” Baghra replied. 


The way she said it was like a censure; Alina almost felt compelled to apologize, though she 
couldn’t imagine what for. As someone who had little to no contact with her own parents, and 
had never been much in favor of telling them the truth about herself, she found it hard to 
fathom what, if anything, Aleksander might have shared about her with his mother. 


“T was beginning to wonder if I would ever meet you.” At this, Baghra shot Aleksander a 
pointed look, like this was well-tread territory between them, a familiar refrain. 


“Alina has been looking forward to meeting you, too,” Aleksander lied on her behalf, “She’s 
just been very busy with school.” 


Baghra made a noncommittal sound, some impossible to decipher harrumphing. 


“Oh, Aleksander, Elizaveta Blokh is here,” she said, as though she’d just remembered 
something vitally important, “You'll have to go say hello — her husband is in government 
contracting.” 


“T’ll make sure to introduce myself,” Aleksander said. 


Alina looked up at him and could see that there was a flatness in his eyes, a void; distinct 
somehow from the usual, cavalier vacancy with which he looked at everyone. This was 
certainly not how she had expected him to regard his own mother, especially given that by all 
other appearances, their interaction was almost painfully benign. Perhaps appearances were 
not everything. 


As they discussed Elizaveta Blokh, Alina watched the room, just beyond Baghra’s slim 
shoulders, scanning the faces of the other guests, evaluating the demographics of the crowd. 


There appeared to be a broad age distribution — more of the guests were in their fifties and 
sixties than in their twenties or thirties, to be sure, but the fact that there even were any young 
people at such a party, Alina found noteworthy. Baghra really was quite the socialite. 


One figure in particular caught Alina’s eye in the crowd — a painfully familiar curtain of 
silken black hair spilling along the back of a midnight blue dress, nearly to the nipped-in, 


violin curve of the waist. Zoya. Zoya, draped in an indulgent peal of laughter across the 
muscular shoulder of someone whose shape Alina could have identified in any crowd, even 
in the dark — Mal. 


Mal, whose re-aligned nose was still faintly bruised along its widened bridge, whose 
undereyes were darkened, still, with pooled blood from his scrap with Aleksander. Alina’s 
Mal, who was no longer Alina’s anything at all. They certainly hadn’t wasted any time in 
getting back together, if indeed they’d ever been apart. 


“Come, come, I’ll introduce you,” Baghra insisted, reaching for Aleksander’s arm, ushering 
him forward, apparently not content that Elizaveta could wait another moment to make her 
son’s acquaintance. 


“T’m going to go grab a drink,” Alina said, extricating her hand from Aleksander’s, severing 
herself from the awkward chain they’d made. She didn’t really think she needed to be 
introduced to Elizaveta; didn’t really believe Baghra had intended for her to follow. 


“Tll be right back — don’t have too much fun without me,” Aleksander told her, winking back 
at her as he was led away, Baghra’s arm looped securely through his. 


If he wasn’t so insufferably good looking, Alina was sure she wouldn’t have put up with half 
of this. 


Zoya came to find Alina at the bar, just as Alina suspected she would. She could no more 
resist the compulsion to gloat than Alina would have been able to, in her position. 


Alina had just set her lips to the evening’s signature cocktail, waiting for Aleksander to come 
back and retrieve her — a “Lady Windsor,” which was essentially a fancy gimlet, with 
honeydew-infused gin and yuzu juice. Pretentious as all hell, but undeniably delicious. 


“T hope you don’t mind that I’m here with Mal,” Zoya said lightly, just barely managing to 
obscure the canary-eating curl of her lips around the rim of her own glass. “Though, 
considering that you’re here with someone else, I’m guessing you probably don’t.” 


Alina supposed Zoya’s assessment was correct; she didn’t really care. She searched herself 
for any lingering possessive impulse over Mal, anything that would make her blood curdle, 
green, and didn’t find it. A peculiar evolution. 


Which was not to say that she felt totally neutral about the two of them swanning around, in 
an apparently legitimate relationship — just that she was having trouble categorizing the 
feeling, exactly. It felt larval, like something boring its way into her skin to metamorphosize. 
Only time would reveal its heinous result. 


“T had no idea you and Morozova were still fucking,” Zoya commented, sticky gaze adhered 
to Aleksander from across the room, a catlike grin sly on her lips. 


“Still?” Alina repeated, dubious, distracted, trying to stop imagining herself clawing Zoya’s 
navy eyes from their sockets, leaving behind a ruinous jelly on her cheeks. 


“Yeah, I ran into Aleks a while ago, at the end of semester party, and he said you two had 
fucked, but that it wasn’t a ‘thing,’” Zoya remarked with an arrogant scoff, “Seems like it 
must be a thing now, if he’s introducing you to Baghra.” 


“How do you know him?” Alina asked, aiming for something light, unbothered, though her 
every molecule strained to fly clear off the handle, a gathering hornets’ swarm rising beneath 
her skin, arrector pili bristling. 


“He used to be one of my dad’s clients,” Zoya shrugged. “Small world, huh? Anyway, my 
dad helped him make a boatload of money when he started his business, so we’re always 
invited to these kinds of parties. Honestly, it’s so boring, but my dad insisted that I go to this 
one. Still trying his best to save face.” 


Alina felt a momentary pull of humanity for her friend, something just behind her ribs, 
reminding her that Zoya’s current life was literal hell and upheaval, that yanking Alina’s 
chain was likely to be the only satisfaction she would get from the entire week, as her father’s 
arraignment approached. Alina’s shoulders relaxed slightly — sometimes she was awed by her 
own empathy and graciousness. 


“God, he’s so fucking sexy, “Lina,” Zoya breathed, shaking her head, like she could hardly 
even cope. “How’d you even manage to pull that?” 


Alina gritted her teeth so hard she could feel the strain of it in her temples, where simmering 
blood beat against her brain. 


“How are the cocktails?” Aleksander returned, finally, sidling up to Alina at the bar, nearly 
elbow-to-elbow, so that she could feel the heat of him, a beacon in the relative chill of the 
room. His voice was rich and low, rumbly, as he ducked closer to her ear to be heard above 
the buzz of conversation in the room. His nearness inspired the same thrill as it ever did, as 
she hoped it ever would, like he’d touched a livewire to her skin. 


“How was Elizaveta?” Alina countered, a faintly barbed inquiry. 


“A dear,” he shrugged, and Alina thought she detected a hint of sarcasm in the descriptor, 
“Her husband is retired, by the way. Fat lot of good that’ do me.” 


Alina had no doubt that Baghra knew this. 


“He could be your new mentor,” Alina supposed, mostly in jest, “Maybe this one wouldn’t 
screw you over like Rawlins did.” 


Aleksander seemed amused by this, laughing good-naturedly, looking over at Alina with 
more than a little fondness in the crinkles around his eyes. 


He opened his mouth to reply and was interrupted as Baghra swooped in like some tiny but 
mighty black-winged bird, to ask of him, “Aleksander, would you let the caterers know we’d 
like to have the first course on the table in an hour? I gave them a schedule, but I’m not 
seeing much activity in the dining room.” 


“T'll be right back,” Aleksander told Alina, bowing out to obey his mother’s request, leaving 
her behind with Baghra, who lingered there, shrewd eyes cutting through Alina’s. 


Alina could see her more clearly in the overheard light of the bar, and noticed that she had the 
faintest clouded ring around one of her irises — a cataract. There was something in the 
humanity of it that Alina found mildly striking. 


“My son certainly never makes it a secret that he’s angry with me,” Baghra said, looking 
Alina over pointedly; a disapproving, crown to toe sweep. “But I couldn’t, for the life of me, 
tell you what I’ve done to upset him now. I gave that boy everything I had, but he still finds 
ways to resent me.” 


Alina had no trouble deciphering her meaning. That Aleksander would bring someone like 
Alina to her party, Baghra was saying, was a clear indication that he was disgruntled with her 
in some way. The implications of such a thing were fascinating, of course, but Alina thought 
Baghra was probably giving herself much too much credit. 


“Baghra, my darling, this venue is just to die for!” An older woman with hair dyed a deep, 
even maroon approached them, chin aquiver with approval, martini glass cupped tightly in a 
fist studded with diamond rings. 


“Elizaveta, darling,” Baghra greeted her, ushering her into the fold of their conversation, 
“This is Aleksander’s girlfriend, Alina. Alina, this is Elizaveta Blokh.” 


“Oh, Alina,” the woman repeated, with a distinct lilt, as if it wasn’t the first time she was 
hearing the name. “What a pleasure to meet you.” 


“You too,” Alina reciprocated flatly, though whether it was, in fact, a pleasure to make this 
woman’s acquaintance remained to be seen. She, herself, had no particular interest in 
government contracting. 


“So, Alina, Aleksander tells me you’re a law student at Columbia — is that right?” Baghra 
asked, more so like she was seeking out faults to catalogue, in tone, than like she was 
attempting to make light conversation, or god forbid, to get to know Alina. 


“T’m in my third year,” Alina said, nodding, “Graduating this May.” 


“T’ve heard law is a terribly unfulfilling profession — rarely all they make it out to be,” 
Baghra said, a distinct challenge in her voice. 


Alina didn’t really feel up to the ask, of defending her entire profession. Or any of her 
choices in life, for that matter. Her conviction had never been the fighting kind. “I’m not 
really looking for my career to fulfill me. I think that’s a pretty outdated concept,” she said. 
“Tf it puts food on my table, that’s enough.” 


Should she really be forced to identify herself in terms of the capitalist machine she was 
constrained by? She believed not. But judging by Baghra and Elizaveta’s pinched 
expressions, their generation was perhaps of another mind. 


“Baghra’s right,” Elizaveta chimed in, “So many of the lawyers I know warn young people 
against going to law school — they say it’s really not worth the money. That kind of review 
doesn’t concern you?” 


“No,” Alina said. As she saw it, the ancient gray beards on the upper rungs of the profession 
had numerous underlying motivations for recommending against people like her joining its 
ranks; motivations which had little to do with the outcome not being worth the spend. “And it 
would be a little late if it did.” 


“Stubborn, this one,” Elizaveta commented past Alina, not particularly like she was 
impressed by her mulish nature, though she lacked the gall to denounce it more directly. 


“Just like my Aleks,” Baghra agreed. Her expression was difficult to interpret, but not, Alina 
thought, totally disapproving. Or perhaps it was only a trick of the light. “If you’ll excuse me, 
I should go check on the caterers. They were highly recommended, but I can’t say I’ve been 
particularly impressed with them.” 


This was only Alina’s second interaction with Baghra, and was the second interaction she left 
with the distinct sensation that, on the whole, she, like the caterers, had been measured and 
found wanting. 


Alina cleaved as closely to the bar as was reasonable while waiting for Aleksander to finish 
making his rounds with Baghra, kissing various creased, powdered cheeks, shaking the hands 
of geriatrics with as much elasticity left in their arms as a snapped rubber band. 


If it hadn’t been dreadfully, almost agonizingly boring, it might have been somewhat amusing 
to watch Aleksander turn on the charm, dazzling his mother’s friends with the overwhelming 
wattage of his smile. He never really did that for her — she’d been drawn in, instead, by the 
worst of his behavior, like a fruit fly, summoned by decay. 


By virtue of Alina’s position in the room, she was able to watch each newly arrived guest 
enter, shuck free of their mink and wool, and make a beeline for the bar, running a 
predictable, thirsty circuit. 


So when Nikolai Lantsov showed up, almost two hours late, as opposed to Aleksander and 
Alina’s far more conservative one, he had little choice but to lead his date across the floor to 
introduce her, like Alina was the bridge troll standing in the way of the irresistible lure of the 
open bar, demanding payment of a toll. 


“Great too see you, as always,” he leaned in, planting an arguably unnecessary hand on her 
waist to balance himself as he kissed either of her cheeks. He smelled like a woman’s 
perfume, like white florals and vanilla — the same scent wafting off of his date, who he pulled 
in tightly to his side, fingers making neat indentations in the parenthetical curve of her hip. 


“Alina, I’d like you to meet my date, Lara. Lara, this is Alina, one of the new associates in 
the capital markets practice group.” 


“Nice to meet you,” they parroted almost in perfect unison, and then laughed. 


Lara was, in a word, statuesque, with bold, incredible bone structure, the likes of which a 
sculptor would have had a field day with. She was the kind of girl you’d see on the subway 
and think about for weeks, but never dare to speak to. A singular, unapproachable kind of 
beauty. 


“So you work with Nikolai — how is that?” she asked Alina. If Alina had to find a fault with 
her, perhaps it would be that her teeth were a scosche small, like rows of perfect little pearls, 
nestled into the pink seashell of her mouth. 


“Oh, probably about as annoying as you’re imagining,” Alina shrugged. There was, at least, 
the plausible deniability of a jest. “Where did you two meet?” 


“At one of these events,” Nikolai supplied readily, “We share a few mutual friends, so we 
were pretty much fated to run into one another, at some point. Actually, the first time I saw 
you might have been at one of your openings — Lara is the lead curator for the Id Gallery,” he 
explained the aside. 


“Ts that in Crown Heights?” Alina asked, eyes narrowing at the familiarity of the name. Lara 
nodded, confirming her suspicion. “I think I snuck into one of your openings a few years 
back, and we got kicked out because one of my friends tried to eat one of the art pieces. In 
her defense, it looked very much like a charcuterie board.” 


By one of her friends, of course Alina meant that she had taken a bite out of a papier-maché 
wedge of cheese in a free-wine-fueled stupor and nearly chipped a molar. The piece had 
arguably looked more real after, which hadn’t been an availing argument. 


“Alina’s a big fan of modern art,” Nikolai joked. 
“I’m sensing sarcasm,” Lara said, astute. 


“Modern art is fine,” Alina argued. “If I have a bone to pick with anything, it’s post-modern 
att.” 


“A totally valid stance,” Lara allowed. Alina liked her even more for this. Art people could 
be very...sensitive. Or perhaps passionate was a fairer descriptor, though Alina was rarely 
fair. “There is something I find appealing about the post-modern rejection of inherent 
meaning, though,” she said. “Maybe it’s just because I was an emo kid in high school, but 
idea that nothing really means anything is oddly comforting.” 


Alina could so picture her with choppy, dyed dark hair, with a huge section of bangs 
sweeping across her forehead. But then, people that beautiful could do almost anything and 
get away with it. “It’s a little poetic,” Alina agreed totally with this point of view. “If nothing 
means anything, then we have nothing to worry about.” 


“Exactly,” Lara grinned, nodding. 


“Well, we’re going to go help ourselves to the spoils of the open bar,” Nikolai cut back in. 
Perhaps she was imagining it, but Alina suspected he wasn’t exactly pleased to see them 
getting along so well. “I’m sure we’ll speak again before the evening is over.” 


“T recommend the Lady Windsor,” Alina called after them, “They’re being very generous 
with the gin.” 


Later in the evening, Lantsov intersected Alina’s path as she returned from the restroom, an 
exultant little glimmer in his pacific eyes, raring to say, “Morozova looks pretty cozy over 
there.” 


Alina followed the trajectory of his pointed glance over to Aleksander, who was beside the 
bar, probably waiting for her. She recognized the foiled floral pattern of the dress worn by the 
woman he was currently talking to, and not only because she’d seen the same one at Free 
People and balked at the price tag. 


“Isn’t that your date?” Alina pointed out, skeptical. 
“Tt is,” Lantsov nodded, an almost snide twist to his lips. 


“What are you so amused about, then?” Alina asked, wondering why he was looking at her 
like the house cat that had torn apart the mouse, licking its teeth clean. “Kind of embarrassing 
for your date to be flirting with someone else right in front of you, isn’t it?” 


“You tell me,” he shrugged, apparently unbothered; and what was more, determined for Alina 
to be bothered. She’d have thought he orchestrated it himself, Lara hitting on Aleksander, if 
that weren’t absolutely preposterous. 


“I’m not worried about Aleks,” Alina scoffed. This wasn’t exactly true or false — it toed the 
line between, a precarious tightrope walk, leaning ever in either direction, depending on 
changes in the wind. 


If she focused hard enough on the image of the two of them stood there, talking; stared too 
long at the exact, mathematical curve of Aleksander’s smile, the picture might start to shift, 
darkening in shades, chiaroscuro. So she looked away. 


She counted it as a feat of tremendous restraint, that she could slow the rise of her blood in 
this instance, refuse to be provoked by him. 


“T can’t tell whether that’s admirable or sad,” Lantsov said with a pitying frown, striding off 
into the crowd, turning back to say, “But it’s probably the latter.” 


Fucker. 


Five minutes behind Baghra’s schedule, by Alina’s count, the congregation was summoned 
into the dining room, which boasted both cozy banquette seating around the periphery of the 
room and an absolutely massive wood plank table down the center. 


Alina had to imagine that in this crowd, there were underlying politics behind who got to sit 
at the big table and who was relegated to the auxiliary seating. 


Alina trailed behind Aleksander to find their seats, where placards were laid out before their 
table settings with their names, “Alena” Starkov spelled out in scrawling, gold-dusted script. 
A sweet little oversight. 


Nikolai and Lara were seated directly across from them, while Zoya flanked Alina’s right. 
Mal sat beside Zoya, and even as the appetizer course was served, he was totally engrossed in 
conversation with his seatmate, an older woman who was fawning over him, testing the 
thickness of his bicep with an exploratory grasp. 


Alina hesitated to say that he invited this kind of flattery from the forty-plus crowd by telling 
them he moonlighted as a cage fighter, but he certainly never turned it down when it was on 
offer, either. 


Alina was tipsy by now, maybe more than — it bloomed from the center, unfurling like a 
water lotus, as she sat in quiet contemplation, only half listening to the conversation around 
her. The buzz of it, a creeping warmth in her blood, melded quite nicely with the somewhat 
muffled high of the hits she’d taken from her vape in the restroom; a crawling, humming note 
along her cortex, an inch-worm’s inching through gray matter. 


Aleksander, Lara, and Nikolai were embroiled in a spirited conversation about Bitcoin as 
Alina picked at the third course of a total of five, according to the fancily-scripted menu, 
which was something miniature, studded with inky black caviar — a salty, impeccably 
balanced bite. 


From her right side came a sharply thrown elbow, dug into intercostal space, coaxing her to 
shift and face Zoya, who leaned in close to her ear, cupping a palm, elementary, to hiss, 
“Doesn’t that piss you off?” 


“What?” Alina asked. In any situation, she could catalogue at least twelve things that pissed 
her off — Zoya would have to be a hair more specific. 


“That Aleks has been talking to his ex like that all night and ignoring you! I’d be fuming,” 
Zoya asserted, apparently stung on Alina’s behalf. 


“His what?” Alina demanded, absolutely mystified. 


The servers swept in, then, to exchange their plates for thin sections of salmon accented with 
bunches of cress and dollops of what looked like creamy seafoam. As they did, Alina 
focused, telescopic turns through the hazy screen of intoxication, to parse Zoya’s words. 


“Lara,” Zoya spelled it out for her, low, conspiratorial, “She’s his ex — a recent one. I saw 
them together at a party last December.” 


Alina blanched, her mouth gone desperately dry. 


She’d overlooked, somehow, the familiarity between them, coaching herself out of a 
defensive posture when she’d seen them talking. Had she stared at them more closely, 


perhaps she would have seen it, the knowing, gravitational lean between well-acquainted 
bodies. 


The realization was a scorpion’s sting, poisoning her blood. She felt like she was having heart 
palpitations, like her airway was threatening to seal. 


The worst part of it, the absolute worst, was that she felt like a fool. She’d liked Lara. She’d 
thought that she was cool; had given her the benefit of the doubt, even when Lantsov had 
called her attention to Lara’s hand on Aleksander’s arm. 


“What do you think, Alina?” Lantsov asked, drawing her determinedly into the discussion at 
hand. 


“What do I think about what?” she snapped, like a carelessly approached feral dog. 


“Crypto-currency,” Lantsov explained, still smirking at her, as if he could read the caustic 
barrage running its awful reel in her mind. “Do you think it’s the future of major business 
transactions?” 


“T think I couldn’t give less of a fuck if I tried,” she retorted. 


“That’s encouraging to hear from a future corporate attorney — maybe we’ll try that one on 
our clients when they ask us about distributed ledgers,” he joked, “Somehow, I doubt they’d 
be impressed.” 


“And I bet they’d be even less impressed to hear that they’re getting billed for the partners’ 
afternoon out on a yacht, just because the topic of their case was tossed around in between 
lines of coke off of a teenager’s ass, but I guess that’s why we don’t tell them that, either, 
right?” she spat, a viper’s blinding, crosswise strike. 


“Testy,” Nikolai remarked, tsking, a tightness around his eyes the only indication that he was 
bothered. He was the quintessential, blue-blooded prince, keeping an even keel at all cost, 
impossible to provoke in mixed company. 


“For a future lawyer, you sure seem to have a low opinion of lawyers,” Lara remarked, her 
tone light, jokey, like she thought it was all in good fun. 


“Just one in particular,” Alina asserted, trying, still, to carve holes into Lantsov with her eyes, 
to sear through to the very root of him. 


“Careful, sweetheart,” Aleksander said, cupping her knee delicately beneath the table, 
“Lantsov doesn’t really strike me as a benevolent boss.” There was an earnest edge to the 
warning, like he didn’t totally trust Nikolai not to retaliate. 


“Don’t fucking touch me,” Alina jerked away from him, standing abruptly from the table, 
knocking over her wine glass with a careless sweep of her hand — it shattered over her plate, 


red wine dripping from the hem of the table cloth, pooling on the wood floor as she stormed 
from the dining room. 


She could hear that out of the wreckage, Aleksander was rising, with quite a bit more 
decorum, apologizing on her behalf and excusing himself from the table. 


Barreling through a doorway marked Employees Only, Alina mounted a back stairwell in 
furious, blind flight, taking the winding steps up and up and more up. To the very, very top. 
She spilled out onto the roof, the night breeze cool and bracing on her face, sucking for a 
breath that didn’t burn, one which wouldn’t come. 


She leaned out over the railing surrounding the roof, into the night, the frigid, eastward wind 
stirring her hair around her shoulders, dragging it across her eyes. Stared down into the street, 
at the tiny cars speeding along their inevitable track, fighting to breathe, fighting not to cry, 
holding her eyes wide until they burned and went dry. 


Aleksander came through the door and caught her elbow, tugging her from her precarious 
forward lean. 


“T said don’t!” she railed against him, palms planted in the center of his chest, thrusting him 
away from her. 


He caught her wrists and backed her up against the railing, bracing her harshly upright as he 
held her flailing arms steady. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded. “You 
just made an utter fool of yourself, Alina, and probably cost yourself your job.” 


“T don’t care! I don’t want it!” she insisted with an overwrought hiccup of a laugh. “I just 
want to go home! Let go.” 


“T think you need to pull yourself together and come back inside, Alina. We may be able to 
salvage your career, yet, if you behave for the rest of the night.” 


“Get off of me!” she thrust him away, really putting her back into it, affording herself only 
the scarcest space between them, for all of her effort, and only because he stepped back some, 
allowing it. “If you think I’m going to sit there for a second longer watching the two of you 
eye fuck each other, you’ve lost your fucking mind,” she snarled, teeth bared, spitting 
vicious. 


“What in god’s name are you talking about?” he demanded, like he hadn’t the foggiest 
fucking clue. 


“Lara!” she yelled. “I’m not a fucking idiot. I know all about the two of you, so don’t fucking 
lie. Which one of us were you planning on taking home tonight, huh?” She demanded. 
“Whichever one performed better in that fucking circus downstairs? Whichever one your 
mother liked better?” 


“I’m not sleeping with Lara,” he replied plainly. “Not for quite some time now.” What a 
privilege it must have been, to feel so unthreatened by the subject that he didn’t even have to 
raise his voice. She, conversely, felt constantly at the risk of fracturing totally apart before his 


eyes, vital pieces of her lost to the wind. “Evidenced pretty obviously, I think, by the fact that 
she’s here with Lantsov tonight.” 


“And that just burns you, doesn’t it?” She scoffed, humorless. 


“It was intended to, I'll give you that,” he allowed, “But no, not particularly. The only one of 
us simple enough to fall for Lantsov’s laughably transparent plot was you, Alina.” 


“Fuck off,” she bit out between gritted teeth. 


“You're giving him exactly what he wants,” he continued, “He’s trying his best to drive a 
wedge between us, and you’re making it easy. Try to be a little less manipulable, Alina, at 
least when it comes to everyone other than me.” 


The way Alina saw it, both things could be true — that Lantsov was purposely trying to sow 
discord, and that Aleksander was a shit. “Who ended it?” She needed to know. 


“What?” 
“Who broke up with who? Her, or you?” 


“It was a mutual decision, Alina. We’re grown adults.” The obvious implication, therein, that 
he felt Alina was acting childish. 


“Oh my god, she broke up with you,” she said, clarity flooding in like a paralyzing wave, 
taking her out at the knees. “She fucking dumped you. She’s your white whale, and I’m the 
fucking fool you’ve been biding your time with until you could find a way to get her back.” 


“Alina, you’ve lost your fucking mind,” he said. His tone was harsh, now, with contempt. He 
lost patience with her so easily. 


“T can’t believe you. What happened to all this bullshit about how much you wanted me, 
huh?” she raved, “Was that some kind of transference?” 


He turned from her suddenly, in silence, to reach for the door. 


“Where the fuck are you going?” She called after him, stunned. Was it over, just like that, the 
flame going out with hardly a whisper? The poison was spreading, shutting down organ 
systems. 


“You’re looking for any excuse you can find, however half-cooked or asinine, to push me 
away; to end this,” he accused, “But it’s not going to work. So let’s go ask Lara about how 
we parted ways, shall we?” he offered. “Let’s ask her if she broke my wretched little heart, if 
I’ve pined over her, trying to get her back, all of this time. Let’s see if she confirms your 
worst fears. You’ve already made everyone downstairs extremely uncomfortable — this can’t 
possibly make it any worse.” 


Alina screwed her mouth up into a viciously compact shape, stifling the overwhelming urge 
to rage at him without words, to loose from the depths of her chest some barbaric yawp, 
something to split the fucking firmament. The kinetic energy of her rage, stored up inside of 


her, was an overwhelming pressure, such that she felt she might start to bleed spontaneously 
from the eyes. 


“You know what, that’s a great idea,” she finally spat, pushing past him for the door, yanking 
it open. “And then we can ask her if you’ve been fucking her raw, too,” she added, 
thundering down the concrete stairs, a precarious feat in heels. She felt almost as if she 
hovered above them, borne up on a wave of fury. “I’d love to know if she and I have been 
exchanging fluids!” 


He followed her at an even, unhurried pace, like a monster out of a horror movie, steady in 
pursuit. 


“And then, while we’re at it, why don’t we ask her about when she sucks you off, if she likes 
the way my pussy tastes? I always appreciate an unbiased review!” she shouted back at him, 
hitting the landing on a skid, cruising like a missile, on a warpath. 


He caught her around the waist as she reached the door at the end of the hall, seizing her up 
off of her feet and dragging her away from it, twisting and thrashing in his arms, stumbling 
slightly as she kicked back at his knee, buckling it. 


He dragged her, spitting mad, into a pitch dark supply closet, dropping her abruptly onto her 
feet, sending her wheeling, unsteady, into a metal storage rack. She clawed her way upright, 
sending a punitive backhand in his direction, blind, striking somewhere in center mass. 


They stood toe to toe, huffing angrily into one another’s faces, breathing like bulls, trying to 
catch their breath in the absolute dark, only the scarcest sliver of light filtering in under the 
door. 


He reached up to pull the chain of the singular light bulb suspended above them from the 
ceiling, dousing them in flickering light, illuminating their concrete-walled surroundings, 
stacks of cleaning supplies and a deep-basin sink, a kicked-over bucket Alina nearly had her 
foot in. 


She stared up at him, seething, hating him, and he stared back at her, an imperious rage 
electrifying his eyes. She thought she’d never found him as devastatingly, gut-wrenchingly 
irresistible as she did in that very moment, when she’d have gladly thrust her fist into his 
chest and torn out his heart. 


There was no other word for it — she threw herself at him, scaling him like an oak, standing 
on the toes of his well-polished shoes to attach herself to him at the mouth, like she could 
vacuum out his soul and leave only a husk of him behind. 


He seized her ass in both of his palms, squeezing hard, to draw her up against his erection, 
grinding it into her belly as he kissed her back harder, an almost obscene clash of lips and 
teeth. He was already hard, of course he was, throbbing in time with her own out of control 
heartbeat, thrashing in her chest. 


She could pour all of her pain into him this way, was perfectly content to, reaching up to 
thread her fingers into his hair, to yank him in closer to her, noses colliding with cheeks as 


they fed at each other’s mouths, starved animals. 


She wanted to climb inside of his mouth, to wear him like a skin, to claw him up from the 
inside. 


It was frantic, feral, like they were trying to beat out some clock, some impending nuclear 
meltdown, hands traversing one another’s bodies, mapping them out like they were still in the 
dark, pinching and squeezing and rough, handling flesh like dough. 


He turned her sharply at the waist, biting her lip as their mouths were jerked apart, and thrust 
her over the sink basin, her hipbones colliding hard with its edge. “Pull up that dress for me, 
sweetheart,” he instructed. She could hear him yanking open his belt, an ominous jangle. 


She reared back, elbowing him hard in the abdomen — the breath whooshed out of him, but he 
only laughed, crowding in closer, his hand at the back of her neck, forcing her head down, 
forcing her to yield. He’d mate her like an animal, claiming her for his own in the absolute, 
mad furor. She wanted that; wanted to give herself over to the pure, biological instinct. 


“Show me your good side, malyshka,” he taunted, yanking the skirt of her dress way up, 
baring her ass, all the way up to the dip in her spine. He landed a vicious, openhanded smack 
to her upturned rump, squeezing out the worst of the sting. She yelped. “That hurt? There’s 
more where that came from, Alinochka. You’ve earned it.”” He demonstrated with another 
forceful spank to the opposite side, a painful symmetry. “You like a little pain, huh, baby? 
Gets you wet, doesn’t it?” 


He seized the waistband of her thong, the ridiculous, flimsy thing she’d worn only because 
every other pair she had would be seen through the dress, and yanked — there was tension, 
first, as the fabric held, cutting up between the lips of her cunt, crushing up against her clit, 
and then a tear as it gave. All of this she registered in an instant, and then her underwear was 
gone altogether, the shredded scrap tossed aside. 


He managed to wedge a foot between hers, kicking her legs far enough apart to jam his hand 
up between them, slapping the inside of her thigh to coax them even wider, a red-hot flash. 


“Keep them open,” he insisted. He spit onto his fingers, crass, and smeared it into her cunt; 
found, with an amused chuckle, that she was already slick — a callous, enthusiastic smack 
landed up between her legs, startling from her a yelp of protest. “You’re fucking soaked, 
pretty girl.” 


“You're not fucking me over this dirty sink,” she spat at him, driving her elbow back, again, 
into his ribs, pushing him away just enough to stand upright. They’d already played that 
game, and her hipbones had been bruised for weeks. 


“C’mere, then,” he picked her up instead, a scooping grip underneath her thighs, drawing 
them up around his waist. He held her up one-handed, forearm braced underneath her bottom 
as she clung to the front of him, monkeyish. 


Beneath her, he got his free hand around his cock and drew it up against her from below, 
angling upward to penetrate her and guiding himself home, letting the inevitable pull of 


gravity do the rest, splitting her open on his cock. The weight of her body, a counterpoint 
against his arm bracing her up, forced him deep, an agonizingly final stroke. 


Her eyes squeezed shut, head thrown back, dizzy spirals on the insides of her lids as she 
struggled to reorient herself in space and time. The stretch of taking all of him at once was 
sick, strange feeling, a strong pull behind her bellybutton as the head of his cock pressed up 
against her cervix, strangely sharp for something so blunt. 


“Not so tough now, are you, little girl?” He mocked her. “That cock’s too big for you, isn’t it, 
honey? But guess what — you’re gonna take it anyway,” he murmured against her ear, cruel. 


The squeeze of her thighs around his waist slackened, some, in the utter subjugation of her 
arousal, and she started to slip, driving him even deeper, a brightly painful sensation which 
made her hiss, scrabbling at his chest, clinging to his neck like the only buoy in miles of open 
sea. He caught her, hooking her knees over his forearms to hoist her up, pressing her legs 
open wider, obscenely wide, slamming her up against the rough concrete of the wall for 
additional leverage, pinning her there, at the perfect angle to take his cock the deepest. 


She threw her head back at the the first lunging thrust, scarcely feeling the pain as her head 

cracked against the concrete, only feeling the mad pressure of him driving his way up inside 
of her, merciless. She was shaking hard, uncontrollably, in his arms, shudders reverberating 

through her bones. 


“That’s what you needed, isn’t it, sweetheart?” his voice was gruff with exertion, 
devastatingly low against her ear. “You needed my cock, huh? You lose your pretty little head 
when I let you go too long without it, don’t you?” 


Every thrust was squelching and short, sharp. Her every breath came as a pained whine. His 
animalistic grunting was an endless refrain, rolling low from his throat as he fucked her, a 
brutal tempo, slamming his body into hers, forcing her up against the wall. He was a man 
possessed in his desperate bid to fill her with his cock, a shade of himself, a beast. 


“Christ, you’re so fucking wet,” he groaned. “Listen to that.” 


She was listening, couldn’t help but hear the sick sopping noise of him plunging up into her. 
The sound of their coupling was an almost hypnotic staccato, eclipsed only by the sounds she 
was making, ecstatic gurgles, low in her throat, impossible to stifle. 


“Shhh.” He sealed his palm over her mouth, muffling every whimper and whine, every groan 
and yelp as he fucked her like he could drive that big cock up through the center of her, bury 
it into her belly. “Do you want us to get caught, malyshka? Do you want everyone at this 
party to know what I’m doing to you in here? Huh?” 


In the total derangement of that moment, she did. She wanted them all to know that she was 
out of her mind for him, that every moment she was without the incredible pressure of his 
body filling hers was a wasted one. She wanted them to know that she would gladly be driven 
mad by him, be taken apart by him, reduced to a creature of pure need. 


Her orgasm built unpredictably, in stops and starts, an unsteady climb interrupted by thrusts 
that betrayed the blurred line between pleasure and pain. But when it came, it bore down on 
her like a storm, something to simply be endured, because there was no stopping it. 


The sound she made, muffled by his palm sealing her mouth, was primal, frightening. Tears 
of exertion rolled from the corners of her eyes, over the fingers clamped around her jaw, as 
the orgasm bore down on her like a wave, stirring her insides. 


“That’s my girl,” he said, appreciative, “Come on that big cock, baby. Show me how much 
you love it.” Like it was a pageant, a performance for his audience alone, the way she twisted 
in the throes, fighting it. 


The soaking wet metronome of his body pounding into her body had her suspended in a 
starry, sort of faraway trance, drifting almost outside of herself. It was perfect, nothingness 
bliss. She wanted to float inside of it forever. 


“How can you ever deny that your body belongs to me, Alinochka?” he huffed, his chin 
dipping to rest in the crook of her neck as he sought his own oblivion. “Look at you, coming 
like a little whore for me.” 


Her cunt contracted spastically around him in the final rigors of her orgasm, her brain stem 
sparking as he whispered, a horrifically hot litany, about how he was going to fill her up, how 
he was going to make her take his load and drip it out in front of everyone else at the party. 


She dug clawed fingers into his shoulders, hard, seeking purchase as he came, jerking inside 
of her, as deep as he could get, just like he’d promised, so much of it that it was running out 
around his cock, trailing, hot, into the crack of her ass, before he had even withdrawn his 
twitching cock. 


He let her down onto her feet to tuck himself back into his suit pants and she could barely 
stand, her legs wavering at the knees, coltish. He reached out to her, to brace her upright, and 
their eyes met there, level. The intimacy of that single moment, that fleeting blip of time, was 
striking, guttural, far more than anything that had proceeded it. 


She was flayed, in that moment, by the soul-sucking draw of his eyes, all of her uncertainty 
peeled back, her every truth naked in her eyes. She was totally and completely disarmed, and 
she opened her mouth to speak, though terrified of what she might say. 
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The door to the supply closet opened then, a timely, or not so, interruption. A venue 
employee stood in the doorway, the handle of a mop in hand, planted into a wheeled bucket, 
startling as she realized the room was already occupied, eyes bulging. 


“Excuse us, we were looking for the restroom,” Aleksander said, ever composed, leading 
Alina from the closet, skirting around the mop bucket, with a guiding hand at the small of her 
back. 


They pulled themselves together and returned to the table around the time the final course 
concluded — Alina had time to fork up just one of the tiny choux puffs ribboned with crunchy 
spun sugar, dragging it through a passion fruit gastrique and popping it into her mouth, as the 
plate was whisked away. 


From the head of the table, she could feel the overwhelming weight of Baghra’s gaze, slicing 
her to ribbons. 


They were dismissed, then, from the table, urged into the final cocktail hour, where various 
groups began to take their leave. Alina was exhausted, but Aleksander lingered, constrained 
by Baghra’s will for him to stay. There was an obvious tension between them, but there was a 
curious devotion, too. 


Alina ducked into the restroom, then, as she could feel more of Aleksander’s spend leaking 
its slow, inevitable way out of her, escaping the seam of her sex. She thought it might be seen 
as somewhat gauche, to have his cum dripping down the inside of her thigh, to have to wipe 
the pearlescent shine of it away with a cocktail napkin while talking to Elizaveta Blokh, who 
simply would not leave them alone. 


She exited the stall, kicking stuck toilet paper from her heel, to find Lara bellied up to one of 
the sinks, leaning in close to the mirror to touch up her lipstick. It was a warm, peachy pink. 
Alina had heard that your perfect shade of lipstick was supposed to be the same color as your 
labia, wondered idly if Lara had followed this advice. 


She joined her at the sinks, soaping up her hands silently. 
“You know, it’s really interesting, seeing you and Aleks together,” Lara said. 


Alina looked up, met her eyes in the mirror, not sure how she could possibly respond to this, 
when she’d just been considering, internally, the shade of the other woman’s cunt. 


“Sorry, I’m a little bit tipsy — I probably shouldn’t even say anything,” she laughed. Alina 
could relate. “It’s just...what he and I had, I always thought it was good because it was easy. 
But eventually I realized that it was just like that because he was about a million miles away. 
We never had any passion. He was always so cold, and so distant.” 


Cold and distant? Didn’t sound like Aleksander at all, Alina thought sarcastically. 


“T guess I just kind of thought that’s the way he was. You know, he got married really young 
and then he lost her, and I figured the harsh exterior was just something he was putting on to 
protect himself, and that eventually I’d break through it. But it seems like the disconnect had 
more to do with me than it did with him.” Her eyes were faraway, bereft. 


Alina opened her mouth to respond, then closed it, still totally bankrupt of words. She 
thought Lara must have been a little insane, to have seen the two of them leave the table in 
such a frenzy and to envy it, what they had, primitive as it was. After all, no flame could burn 
forever — every spark would exhaust itself, in time. And what would be left of them when it 
did? 


“Anyway, I’m happy for him. I’m happy you’ve brought a different side out of him,” Lara 
said. “He seems really happy. And now I’m going to be quiet, because this is totally 
awkward, and I’m definitely going to regret that fifth cocktail tomorrow.” 


Alina smiled to herself. He was happy, was he? “Well, I hope you find the passion you’ re 
looking for with Nikolai. He’s an okay guy, despite what I said at dinner.” 


Lara scoffed and shook her head. “God, no. He only invited me here to try to piss of Aleks, 
which clearly didn’t work, and I only agreed to come for the free food and the open bar.” 


A woman after Alina’s own heart. 


Alina left the restroom feeling oddly at peace, stepping out onto the terrace to find 
Aleksander, thinking perhaps she’d persuade him to leave for home with a few moonlit 
caresses. It was her only card to play. 


His back was to her as she approached, but as he shifted, slightly, on his heel, she could see 
around him, to the person he was speaking to. Zoya’s head was thrown back in an indulgent 
laugh that was probably twice as enthusiastic as was called for, her palm planted on his 
forearm. 


Alina’s delicate hope soured in an instant, thickening the arteries around her heart, which 
struggled to beat past them in wounded, squeezing stops and starts. Could she ever have just 
a moment to breathe? Would it always be this way with him, an uneasy bid to survive the 
warfare of his affection? 


Her immediate impulse was to seek out Mal, wherever he was at, to drag him into a side 
room and lose herself in the relative safety of his skin, remind him of what he was missing in 
her. But he’d been ducking her for the entire night like a scared dog with its tail tucked 
between its legs, probably expecting her to be furious that he’d moved on so quickly, and 
with Zoya, no less. She’d barely even noticed his absence until now. 


It was curious how when she ceased to think about Mal, it was very nearly like he didn’t even 
exist — almost as if she had conjured him up out of her own imagination; like her 
acknowledgement of him was the only thing that allowed him to occupy physical space. 


If he was a non-entity, not an option, then there was no other reason for her to stay — she 
headed toward the coat check instead. 


Baghra intersected her path, then, popping up like a final boss to vanquish. “I hope you 
enjoyed the party,” she said. “You know, I worry so much about Aleksander. Ever since he 
lost his wife, he’s seemed so lost. When he told me he met someone, I was so hoping he’d 
found someone to finally settle down with — an equal, someone to balance him out.” 


In her view, Alina apparently wasn’t that person. This, at the very least, they could agree on. 


“T think Freud would have a fucking field day with the two of you,” Alina told her, cutting, 
succinct. “And by the way, the catering sucked. The salmon was dry, and the salad was 
overdressed.” 


It was the only time in the entire evening that Alina saw the ghost of a smile draw up the 
comers of Baghra’s lips. 


Alina left the building in a huff, planning to walk home. To spite Aleksander, to spite herself, 
to spite everyone. Every step would be self-flagellation, would be her cursing herself, 
wanting to punish herself for hoping. 


She was in Midtown, almost, where the architecture loomed its highest, all bleached brick 
and plate glass and steel, blocky brutalism, gothic spires, and Roman columns in a seamless, 
if eclectic array. An architectural melting pot. 


It would be quite the trek back to her apartment, but her feet, within the confines of her heels, 
would probably lose all feeling before long, which would be some kind of relief. If only other 
parts of her could do the same. 


Aleksander caught up to her after only a few blocks, falling into step beside her. She would 
bet anything that he hadn’t even had to jog. Each of his long-legged strides was equal to 
almost two of her own, which were foreshortened by her unsteadiness in heels. 


“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked her. 

“Home,” she said. 

“Tt’s the other way.” 

“My home.” 

“Alina.” Just her name, but a wealth of warning behind it. It was the wrong thing to say. 


“Just fuck off! I’m done — this is ridiculous.” She was done. She was really so fucking done. 
She simply could not handle it, that there was anyone who could make her feel this way, like 
all of her insides were poised to evacuate her body, to lay in an absolute massacre on the 
concrete, trailing after her like a post-modern illustration of a woman fallen apart. 


“T agree,” he said. “It is ridiculous.” 
“T’ve been trying to be reasonable all night, but you make it impossible!” 


“This has been you being reasonable?” he remarked with a disbelieving laugh. “I sure as hell 
never want to see you when you’re being unreasonable, then.” 


“T turned my back for one fucking second and you somehow found the absolute worst person 
in the room to start flirting with. It’s like you do this shit on purpose!” Like he would sense 


that she was letting her guard down, growing comfortable, and choose that moment to pull 
out the rug. 


“Who are you talking about?” he asked. 
“Zoya! 9 
“Zoya?” he repeated, baffled. “What, Peter Nazyalensky’s kid?” 


“Ts there something going on between the two of you?” Alina demanded, pulling up to an 
abrupt stop in the center of the sidewalk, much to the chagrin of the innocent pedestrian 
who’d been walking a few paces behind them, who now had to route around them, an 
unwelcome obstacle. 


“Are you fucking kidding me?” 


“Don’t fucking lie,” Alina insisted. “She told me she talked to you at the end of semester 
party. But girls like her don’t just talk to guys like you. You should’ve seen the way she 
smiled at me when she told me about it — she might as well have described to me the exact 
dimensions of your dick.” 


“Alina, I haven’t fucked your friend, and I wasn’t flirting with her tonight, either,” he said, 
rolling his eyes, reaching up to massage his temples between his thumb and forefinger, testy. 
“She was talking my fucking ear off about you tonight, same as that night at the club, when 
all she did was ask me how I knew you, if we were sleeping together, if I knew that you were 
also fucking Mal Oretsev — if I knew that you’d sucked his cock in the bathroom that night,” 
at this, he shot her a very harsh, uncivil look. “She even showed me that picture she’d taken 
of you in the bathroom; asked me what I thought about it.” 


Jesus Christ, she’d shown him that? There truly was no level she would not stoop to. 


“Such an unflattering image, and so dangerous in the wrong hands,” he said, shaking his 
head, disapproving. 


“You should have deleted it,” Alina accused. He could have stopped it all, before it spiraled 
so far out of hand. 


“And why delete it when I could use it to my advantage?” He asked. 


Alina froze, her insides slowing, then solidifying in place, glacial. “You said Zoya sent it to 
the Dean.” 


“And she did,” he confirmed, “But I doubt she would have come up with the idea on her 
own, had I not mentioned what a shame it would be if the Dean of Students’ office were to 
see it.” 


“You gave her the idea?” Her jaw dropped open, slack. “Why would you fucking do that?” 


“Because, Alina, your actions have consequences,” he said, an unrepentant shine in his eye. 
“Tf you thought that I would simply sit by and let you fuck with my property, fucking that 


Oretsev boy right under my nose after I told you never to see him again; throwing that brick 
through my window like some common criminal, you were severely fucking mistaken.” 


Her mouth opened and closed in mute disbelief, a goldfish gulping for oxygen. 


“An unfortunate miscalculation on your part, but I think you’ve learned your lesson, haven’t 
you?” he asked, stepping in closer, looming over her, intimidating. “I think you’re beginning 
to understand how I expect you to behave, even if you insist on acting out every once ina 
while, to make sure I’m still paying attention.” He reached out to catch a strand of her hair 
between his fingers. “As if I even had it in my power to stop.” 


She reached up to slap his hand away. “You fucking bastard — I knew you had something to 
do with it.” She knew him. Down to the last insipid molecule, she knew him. 


He stared back at her, even, unaffected. His eyes were neutral, liquid in the dark. 


“Why bother having Zoya’s father sent to prison, then?” she demanded. “If it was your idea 
to fuck me over in the first place, why fucking bother punishing her for executing your 
plan?” 


“It was coincidental, really,” he shrugged. “Her father, Peter, used to be outside counsel for 
Anvil. As it turns out, he and Rawlins were working together behind my back to take control, 
buying up shares of the company. When Rawlins decided to take Anvil’s business to another 
firm, he said it was because they had a falling out, but really, it was because it became a 
conflict of interest, since Peter owned so much of the company.” 


“Why wouldn’t Rawlins have just bought the shares?” Alina asked, unable to help herself 
from being curious, from engaging in the plot, her logical brain, long dormant, picking its 
head up slightly. 


“Per our organizing documents, any sale resulting in over fifty-percent control had to be 
approved by the board, which meant I would have been notified before they could finish 
setting up their little scheme. So they had Peter buy the shares while Rawlins greased hands 
on the board, trying to get the votes he’d need to transfer the shares to himself.” 


Diabolical. So Zoya’s father was a scumbag; a scumbag who’d made the very unfortunate 
mistake of crossing Aleksander Morozova. 


“Unfortunately for the two of them, the current proceedings against them will result in a 
forced sale of all of their shares. But I happen to know for a fact that a quorum is in favor of 
me purchasing them, once they go up for auction. So you see, Alina, everything works out for 
the best in the end.” 


“So you didn’t do it for me at all, did you? It was all just about you!” She was so hurt and 
angry, but the ragged hole punched through her very center had nothing at all to do with the 
picture, and everything to do with the fact that he was only protecting himself, in sending 
Zoya’s dad to prison. It wasn’t because of her, like he’d said it was. He’d lied to her — the 
revenge was his, not hers to claim. 


“Yes and no, Alina,” he said. “I would say multiple interests were served. Originally, I was 
only going after Rawlins, Ill admit, but once my PIs found out what they did about Peter, it 
was easy enough to take him down, too. Two birds with one stone,” he explained casually, a 
discussion of the weather. “Not to mention, you’d started behaving more agreeably, so I 
figured you deserved a little recompense for your friend’s betrayal.” 


“Fuck you!” she spat, tears springing to her eyes, lower lip quivering. “You don’t fucking 
care about me at all! You tried to ruin my life out of spite and then you lied about it! I hate 
you!” She raised her hand to him, not even certain what she planned to do, just knowing that 
she was full of pain and rage and she needed him to feel it. 


He stopped her, capturing her wrists as she strained, still, to find some way to make him share 
the crippling reverberations of her hurt, driving her backward, into the quiet and shadow of 
an alley, to obscure their quarrel from view of the street. 


“Alina, please,” he insisted, voice low, soothing, “You’ll throw a clot, getting yourself so 
worked up. Perhaps if you had been more receptive to what I offered you in the first place, I 
wouldn’t have had to take such drastic measures to bring you to heel.” 


He joined both of her wrists in the grasp of one of his hands so that he could stroke her 
cheek, gentling. “I think it was a healthy exercise for you, milaya, to help you understand 
how easy it might’ve been, to lose everything in an instant. If you behave like nothing really 
matters, Alina, the universe takes note.” 


The only thing she could think of in that moment was that it had been strange, how even 
when she had believed her law school career was about to go up in flames, her chief concern 
had not been the danger of not graduating, not getting to proceed into corporate practice like 
she’d planned. 


Her chief concern had been that someone had fucked with her, had gotten in the way of 
something she had decided that she wanted, and they needed to pay. And in realizing that, she 
understood that she and Aleksander were much more alike than she wanted to admit; that he 
had a point — like called to like. 


Maybe deserving each other was the same as belonging together - Alina wasn't sure. For at 
least another night, it would have to be enough. 


“You think you’re some kind of god, then?” she scoffed, yanking at her wrists to free them. 
“Meting out consequences; divine retribution?” 


“Your god, Alina, as you are mine,” he said earnestly. 


“Tf you’re my god, then maybe you should be my priest, too,” she said, stalking in closer, 
pushing him back against the opposite wall of the alley, caging him in, stepping into the 
slight straddle between his legs. She could see the intimidation flashing, faint, in his eyes. 
“Why don’t you take my confession, father?” she mocked. “At the gallery opening the other 
night, I made out with Lantsov, and I let him put his hand up my skirt.” 


A cool malevolence filtered into his eyes, his nostrils flaring slightly. 


“T thought about letting him fuck me — really thought about it, and not because I wanted him, 
but because I was curious about what you might do,” she leaned in, pressing her breasts up 
against his chest, standing up on the tips of her toes to breathe this into his ear, taking the 
lobe between her teeth and giving it a sharp bite. “What would you have done?” she sighed, a 
pleasured breath. She needed to hear it; needed him to describe it to her. 


He grabbed her chin sharply, making her gasp, tilting it so that he could look down into her 
eyes — his were like the empty, impossible fathom of the night; an endless expanse. “I would 
have killed him,” he said. “I might still.” 


“You know, jealousy is really a base emotion,” she said, with a distinct air of disdain as he 
ducked his head to gnaw at her throat, his teeth and his tongue, sucking purple proclamations 
into her skin. 


He chuckled heartily at this. “Says the one who nearly flung herself off of a rooftop because I 
dared to speak with another woman; who went through my phone blocking every female 
name she could find. You blocked my assistant and my cleaning lady, malyshka. Does that 
make you feel more secure?” His hand smoothed down the center of her belly, crept up 
between her legs where she was bare, still; still dripping him out. “Does it make you feel 
more in control?” he asked, playing through all of that unholy wetness, just glancing across 
her clit. 


“Yes,” she hissed, not necessarily in response to his question, which really meant nothing to 
her, now. She hardly even remembered it. 


“Do you really think you’re in control here, Alina?” He asked, a low whisper against her ear 
which made her shudder, hard, against him. He ground his hard cock against her thigh as his 
fingers drew tight, agonizing circles around her clit. 


“Yes,” she groaned again as he hit her just right. 


He laughed. “What can I do, malyshka, to disabuse you of that notion?” He wondered aloud, 
cocking his wrist to slide two fingers into her at once, an artless stretch which made her blood 
rise to a boiling point, which made her mouth drop open, a plaintive sound leaving her lips. 


He reached up, suddenly, with his free hand, to seize a fistful of the bodice of her dress, 
giving it a sharp yank which drew the entire top of the dress down her arms, to bare her 
breasts to the midnight air, her nipples — hard, already, from the cold — peaking tighter, a 
sweet surge of sensation. 


“Fuck,” she gasped against his lips as they covered hers, as he kissed her mouth open to press 
his tongue inside of it, his fingers working slow and coaxing between her legs, still smearing 
their joined fluids around, over her achy clit. 


“Look at you, with your sweet little tits out, in the middle of the fucking street. Such a dirty 
little girl,” he tsked, rolling the tight bud of her nipple between his fingers, pinching it hard to 
hear her teeth clack together in a furious clench. His hands were warm from her skin, in sharp 
contrast to the frigid night air ghosting over them, swirling in the alleyway. 


Her legs were shaking, wavering so hard that only the strength of his body, pressing her into 
the unforgiving brick of the wall, kept her upright. She wanted it so desperately she couldn’t 
fucking speak. 


“Do you get off on this? Huh, pretty girl? Does it turn you on that someone could walk by 
any second and see you coming like a little whore, all over Papa’s fingers?” he murmured, 
wicked, against her ear, the warmth of his breath sending a shiver along her spine. 


She shook her head, though she was now working her hips against his hand, a sinuous 
winding, seeking out her own preferred rhythm, incapable of restraining herself, since he 
wasn’t quite there, and maybe intentionally. 


She stared beyond his shoulder, out at the silent street, knowing that any passerby would see 
them immediately. With his coat drawn around them both, perhaps they would not know, 
exactly, what they were seeing. But if they heard the wanton, sweet little whimpers he was 
coaxing out of her, their clandestine, alley-dwelling posture would be hard to misconstrue. 


She was absolutely wracked with the deliciousness of this, coming apart, stickily, on his 
fingers. 


“I’m not so sure I should even let you come,” he mused as his fingers pumped into her in an 
inevitable rhythm, nonetheless, drawing the tight spiral of her pleasure up and up, tighter and 
tighter between his fingers. “I’d only be indulging your very bad behavior, and what would 
that teach you?” 


“Please,” she breathed, a broken whimper. 


“Maybe you should convince me that you remember who you belong to, Alina. Tell me 
who’s the only one that gets to put their hand up your dress,” he insisted, curling his fingers 
harder, coaxing the answer from her. 


“You, Sasha,” she said, a desperate, pitchy whine in her throat. 
“That’s right, malyshka. Only me,” he agreed, a hard, determined shine to his eyes. 


Just then, someone rode past on a bicycle, an insulated, food-delivery-service bag on their 
back. 


“Wait,” Alina gasped, but too late — Aleksander drew his thumb up across her clit in one 
final, perfect circle, and she was doomed, spiraling into a surprised orgasm, her every breath 
exultant as she came in his hand, grinding her hips to chase every last mote of pleasure. 


“Your mom hated me,” Alina told him, later, as they stood together, barefoot, on the heated 
tile of his bathroom floor. He was running a shower for them both to get into, to wash away 
the various exertions of their night. The mirrors were fogging, already, with steam, the room 
hothouse humid. 


“Like from the minute she met me, she fucking hated me,” Alina added as Aleksander sidled 
up behind her, silently, to unzip her dress, finished folding his own clothes into an 
obsessively neat pile for dry cleaning. “That’s not even fair. How can she dislike me 
instantly?” 


“She’s a very perceptive woman,” he replied. “I imagine she could sense what a wretched 
little girl you are, and was afraid that you might destroy her only son.” 


“That’s fucking bullshit,” Alina complained, whiny. “Is she racist? Because that’s where I 
draw the line. She can be an old cunt, but she can’t be a racist old cunt.” 


Aleksander laughed, a surprised burst of sound, which echoed off all of the tile. A sound 
Alina loved, which made a thrill surge in her gut at the thought that she had inspired it. She 
wanted to weave that sound into the very fabric of her memory, to hold it close until the end 
of time. 


“No, Alina, she’s not racist,” he assured her. “She doesn’t like anyone, milaya. She doesn’t 
even like me.” 


“That’s not even true — she’s fucking obsessed with you. I’m pretty sure she just wants you to 
herself,” she disagreed. “But even if she didn’t like you, that, at least, would make sense to 
me — you’re not that likable!” 


“Well, 7 like you, Alina,” he told her, an unsubtle diversion, his hands smoothing along her 
bare shoulders, the roughness of his palms a soothing abrasion against her skin. 


“Yeah, you like me so much, you’d destroy me if that meant you got to have me to yourself,” 
she scoffed. 


“You're finally beginning to understand,” he cooed, his lips beneath her ear, kissing her 
sweetly there as he palmed her breasts, weighing the flesh in his hands. 


“You're so fucking exhausting,” Alina sighed, rolling her eyes as his thumbs drew the softest, 
most delicate circles around her nipples. “I need a vacation.” 
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“Je t'adore a l'égal de la votite nocturne — ” 


“In English, please,” Alina requested, picking her head up off of Aleksander’s bare chest, 
slightly, to level him with an unamused, narrow-eyed stare over the rim of her dark-tinted 
sunglasses. “You’re so pretentious.” 


She hated to sound like a crude American; hated to stop him when his French was so 
beautiful; the French of a libertine — mellifluous, honeyed as summer wine. But the single 
semester of French she had taken in undergrad, combined with the Muzzy VHS tape her 
parents had ordered her as a child, had, regrettably, not made her fluent in the language. 


Frowning back at her, he turned to the translation on the opposite page and began again as 
she lay her hot, sun-flushed cheek again to his chest, to feel the reverberation of his voice as 
he read to her, echoed into the shell of her ear: “7 worship you, O proud and taciturn/As I do 
night's high vault; O sorrow's urn/I love you all the more because you flee/And seem, gem of 
my nights, ironically/To multiply the weary leagues that sunder/My arms from all infinity's 
blue wonder.” 


The sky above them was infinite blue. Their own infinity, broken up by cottony clusters of 
true white clouds, scudding past on the horizon, just skimming the tops of the distant, 
scrubby green hills, seeming to intersect the high, stately masts of the sailboats that bobbed 
on the surface of the water, which, too, was infinite blue. 


“T skirmish and I climb to the attack,/[, a worms’ chorus on a corpse's back,/O fierce cruel 
beast, I cherish to the full/The very chill that makes you beautiful. ’’ Concluding the last 
stanza, he looked to her, eyebrow raised, soliciting her review. 


“T like that one,” she said, cracking a lid to look back at him, squinting against the sun that 
haloed his dark crown like a coronet of pure gold. 


She was pleasantly warm all over — the weather was mild this time of year, the cool of the 
Mediterranean breeze rippling in across the bay, over the two of them, entwined on the beach 
bed where they lay, sleepy and sun-drunk, skin going fawny from the rays that streaked in 
under the umbrella, skin slick with aerosol sunscreen and little salted beads of sweat, the 
sticky mix dappling them like gemstones as they absorbed killing rays off the water, reading 
poetry to one another. 


“Reading Les Fleurs Du Mal in English on a beach in Nice...Baudelaire rolls in his grave,” 
Aleksander lamented, deadpan. 


“Oh, mon Dieu!” Alina exclaimed, casting her sunglasses aside with a histrionic flick of her 
wrist, the back of her hand pressed to her sweaty forehead like she was a Victorian-era lady, 


collapsed upon a fainting couch. 


He eased his lanky body over hers to kiss her, blotting out the sun, a total eclipse as his lips 
met hers. Her body rose like the tide to meet the line of his, arms twining around his neck. 
The slide of their mouths was salted, the clash of their tongues and teeth sweet. He ground 
his erection hard against the inside of her thigh, the fabric of his swim trunks a silky nylon, 
gliding over bare skin. The conflagration between them was a thing that consumed them 
down to the bones, ever-hungry. 


He ducked his head to take her necklace into his mouth as she gasped for air, totally out of 
breath, rolling the small egg around his tongue, tasting the salt of her skin and of the ocean, 
then took her jaw in hand, fingertips pressing in at its hinge, coaxing her to hold it open so he 
could spit it back into her mouth, so she could taste him, too. 


His spitting into her mouth publicly was like a stunning wash of reality; a blow — she spat the 
necklace out, wiping her mouth off on the back of her hand, gawking up at him, appalled. 


“These curtains are see-through!” she whisper-shouted. ““What are we, some kind of 
perverts?” 


“We’re newlyweds, malyshka,” he told her with a taunting, crooked smile. 
“Fuck off,” she scoffed, rolling her eyes. 


He had been trying out that line on nearly every person they encountered, throughout their 
entire trip — taxi drivers, concierges, other, longer-wed couples who couldn’t have cared less. 
Like most things, he did it just to vex her, just to watch her temperature rise. It already had, 
the flush up her chest, watercoloring her cheeks, definitively set in. 


“T’m going for a swim,” she decided, disentangling herself. 


She could feel the blue-green beckoning of the water from the shore, in all of its endless, 
churning rhythm, a crystalline lure drawing her in, promising to soothe her fever. 


She unfolded herself from the beach bed, prying her black bikini bottoms, which were cut 
obscenely high on the leg, flashing a fair amount of tanned cheek in the back, from their 
creeping wedge up her bum, and began to pick her way down to the lapping cool of the water, 
treading precariously over the rounded stones and jagged little pebbles that made up the 
beach. 


She waded out into the water up to her waist, shrinking back as the shocking cold of the 
water rushed up to meet her, to envelope her like it hungered for her, its temperature in 
almost unbearably stark contrast with the heat of her sun/touch-warmed skin. It was a 
purifying cold, like a baptism. 


She ducked beneath the surface to feel it fully, to integrate, to be encompassed by the 
opaqueness of the ocean. She imagined herself a mermaid with a sleek tail of emerald scales, 
her hair like long strands of seaweed, stirred about her in the swirling blue-green current. She 


felt herself merge into the sway of the sea, surrender to it, like she could disintegrate and 
become the salt of it. 


When her body reminded her of its imperative to breathe, she surfaced, frog paddling over to 
the floating dock which stretched out into the deeper waters, past the rockier, shallow slope 
of the shore. 


As she climbed the ladder, its footholds slick with sea-lichen, a hand reached out to help her 
up onto the deck. She took it, shielding her eyes from the sun with the flat of her hand to look 
up into the face of a stranger. 


“Thanks,” she said, realizing belatedly that she probably should have said it in French. 


“No problem.” He was a boy. Definitely a boy, probably teenaged, with the tell-tale scrawny 
chest and arms, the unpracticed, too obvious leer at her breasts in her bikini. 


Perhaps he thought she was nearer to his age than she was. It was a miscalculation she could 
forgive — he would not have been the first to make it. 


“Are you American?” he asked her. His English was accented, vaguely, but not French. 
Perhaps Scandinavian, she thought. 


Before she could answer, she was plucked from her feet, borne up and up into strong arms, 
swept from the dock’s end in a springing leap by Aleksander, who had apparently set aside 
Baudelaire to join her. 


They hit the water hard, and the shock of the cold, this time, was paralyzing. She surfaced 
fuming, spluttering, chopping an angry splash of water in his direction as she blew salt water 
and snot from her nose. He was /aughing, and it only doubled her fury — she leapt on his 
back, thrusting his shoulders down, putting all of her weight into trying to drown him. 


Still laughing, he pried her from his back, inconsequential as a leech, sweeping her through 
the water, into his arms, where she hooked her legs around his waist to stay afloat, his body 
her buoy as he did all of the treading water for the both of them. 


“Are you seriously intimidated by a teenager? You’re such a fucking troglodyte,” she 
complained, scowling fiercely. The whispery ocean breeze played through the wet tendrils of 
her hair, dragging them before her eyes. 


“No, milaya, I am Odysseus, and you are a siren,” he disagreed, slicking her hair back out of 
her face to kiss her, soft, his lips salted and cool. His eyelashes were wet, starred, little beads 
of seawater clinging to them like crystals. She had the strangest urge to touch her tongue to 
them, to lick the moisture away. 


“Then surrender to your fate,” she insisted, trying again to thrust him under the water’s 
surface, to offer him up to the merciless gods of the sea. 


Later that evening, Aleksander, on some twisted impetus, suggested that they stop by the 
hotel bar before heading off to dinner. The maitre d’ had secured them a reservation at one of 
the oceanfront dining spots nearby, and they were running slightly early. 


At Aleksander’s behest, they ordered tequila shots, which Alina thought was fairly audacious 
for a man who usually stopped at one scotch, but he must not have taken any of his, must 
have had them replaced with water, or else must have had the blood of an ox, because he was 
totally steady, and she was bordering on shit-faced wasted, nearly tipping off of her stool as 
he charged the tab to their room and led her from the bar. 


He had presented it to her as a competition, the idea of tossing back a bunch of shots before 
dinner, and because of this, she could not rest until she had knocked back each and every 
glass, biting into limes to quell the burn, licking salt crystals from the back of his hand. A 
spirit that could bear not the indignity of being bested — cruel hamartia. 


Aleksander played the newlywed card, again, at dinner, earning them a free bottle of 
champagne, courtesy of the restaurant manager, as he tucked his drunk, giggling “wife” into 
the table, which was draped pristinely in white linen, centered by small decanters of olive oil 
and red wine vinegar, a little cellar of fleur de sel. They ate out on the rooftop balcony, 
overlooking the glassy, placid Mediterranean, numerous yachts floating on its deeply teal 
surface, lit like beacons. 


A few slices from a baguette, slathered obscenely with fresh French butter, sobered her 
somewhat, softened the edge of the floating, buzzy lack of coordination. Then he started in. 


“I’m pleased you were able to put aside your stubborn pride to come on this trip with me, 
Alinochka,” he said, regarding her from across the table with no small measure of fondness 
in the creases around his eyes. 


Pleased with himself, as though it had taken much cajoling to get her onto that plane — while 
she would admit to making choices, at times, for which the calculations were questionable, 
even she could see that turning down an all expenses paid trip to the French Riviera would be 
one of the least wise she could make. That he had insisted on joining her was an unfortunate 
drawback, but one she had made her peace with. 


“You know, it could be like this all the time, milaya,” he told her, his eyes glittering like the 
strings of soft, outdoor bulbs that hung above them, woven about the canopy of overhead 
umbrellas. “If only you would give in — stop resisting the inevitable and simply admit that 
you have real feelings for me.” 


She bristled at this, recoiled, a threatened garden snake in retreat. “You and I are 
fundamentally incompatible, Aleksander.” 


This made one of his dark brows quirk slightly upward, as if out of all the responses she 
could have given, in various shades of dismissive, he had not anticipated this particular one. 
“How so?” 


“T could never seriously be with a warmonger,” she said. Even the word itself tasted funny on 
her tongue, like something she felt compelled to spit out. “I think what you do is heinous; I 


feel I’ve been fairly transparent about that.” 


“Why did you choose to become a lawyer, Alina?” he asked, rather than directly addressing 
this censure. 


“T sort of fell into it,” she admitted, shrugging. 


Her tongue had been loosened, totally, by the tequila — she was the most open, easy version 
of herself like this, which was distinctly not a net-positive, particularly under his scrutiny. 
Alina could only think that this had been his object, in suggesting they pound shots like frat 
stars. 


Nonetheless, his eyes on her were like a reel, fishing more and more detail out of her. “I was 
always a strong reader, but weaker in math and science,” she said. 


This was something she had always believed to be an objective truth about herself. But she 
had started to wonder, recently, how much of that had been determined for her by the 
parochial school she attended, where the prevailing view was that male brains were more 
naturally adept with hard sciences, with numbers. 


“My guidance counselor senior year sort of pushed me toward studying English and Poli-Sci. 
And in undergrad, once I realized how shit out of luck I really was, relying on loans and 
scholarships for tuition, while the rest of my friends had their parents fronting their bills, I 
knew I needed to do whatever would make me the most money. It became the obvious choice 
pretty quickly.” 


The legal profession was much like a pit of tar she had stumbled her way into, which, at first, 
had offered itself to her, rife for investigation, and then had drawn her so far into its unctuous 
suck that to fight her way out seemed more effort than it was worth. Better, by far, to 
surrender herself to it. 


Not totally unlike her “relationship” — such that it was — with Aleksander. 
“So there was no burning passion for the law behind the decision?” he clarified. 


“No, not really,” she acknowledged. “That’s never really mattered, though. I know I can be 
successful, regardless. I have no interest in /oving my job. That’s capitalist propaganda. The 
most I’ll ever do is endure it.” 


“We’re really not so different from one another, you know,” Aleksander pointed out. “I joined 
the army without a single clue what it meant, or how it might effect me long term. I just knew 
we didn’t have a lot of money — definitely no money for college — so the military would be 
my likeliest leg up in the world. And once I got out, my options of what to do next were 
fairly limited.” 


They were interrupted, briefly, as their starters were delivered to the table — hers, a burrata 
and heirloom tomato salad; his, a duck foie gras with arugula and fig chutney. 


“But was it worth it?” Alina asked him, cutting into the burrata to watch it ooze. 


“Mustn’t it have been?” he countered, referring, she guessed, to the fact that his choice to join 
the army, down the long, ever-winding road that had proceeded it, had led him here, to her 
and to this very moment, drinking champagne together in the South of France. 


Alina shrugged, not totally convinced. “What if you hadn’t done it? Do you think we ever 
would’ve met?” 


“T think there’s no possible reality in which we didn’t find one another, Alina,” he said, an 
enviable certainty ringing clear in his voice. “I think given a thousand different life lines, 
they’d all still intersect in the same place.” 


“You really think I would’ve fucked you if you had no money?” she asked, reaching across 
the table to dig her fork into the paté of his foie gras for a little taste. It looked...not unlike a 
slab of pale bologna. She was not totally repulsed. 


“T do,” he said, without hesitation. So sure of himself, all of the time. What must life have 
been like, without any nagging doubt? “I think you might even have liked me more.” 


“Maybe,” she shrugged. It was true; that the money had really never been the crux of her 
fixation on him. It had only greased the gears of it, some, when push came to shove. “Poverty 
would’ve made you seem a bit more human, at least.” 


“Ultimately, though, in your heart of hearts, I think you want a partner that can provide,” he 
speculated. 


This evaluation of her made her nose wrinkle, though it was, again, not patently untrue. 
“Yeah, but that’s like some twisted holdover from my Christian years that I just haven’t 
unlearned,” she argued. 


How could she, having been raised to view a woman’s place as in the home, have turned out 
without the faint stain upon her psyche of those ideals? If she rebelled against it, lived her life 
in high contrast to it, she could eventually rise above it. She hoped. 


“T don’t see anything wrong with it,” Aleksander shrugged. “If I had it my way, you would 
never have to work a day in your life. Don’t you ever think, Alina, about what you might’ ve 
chosen to do if making money wasn’t your primary object?” 


“Probably a shit ton more drugs,” she said, which was a joke and wasn’t. 
He only shook his head at her. 


“What about you?” she turned the inquiry back on him, spinning the chamber of the revolver. 
“What would you do if you weren’t so focused on making your filthy blood money?” 


“This,” he replied simply. 
“This?” She repeated, skeptical. 


“T would travel,” he explained. “We could travel the world together, milaya. We could fuck 
on every continent.” 


Alina snorted into her champagne glass, concealing behind its rim the curiously endeared curl 
to her lips. 


At her suggestion, they ordered dessert to go, eating passion fruit creme brilée together on a 
quiet, rocky outcropping by the water, a flattened bluff where they could hear the hiss of high 
tide, of water sweeping in. The beach at night had a certain kind of magic to it, a mystery, 
some divine secret spoken by the sizzle of the waves as they crept up to kiss the shore. 


“T used to want to be a marine biologist,” Alina said, cracking the burnt sugar crust with the 
back of her spoon. “When I was a kid, before I realized there wasn’t a lot of money in it; 
before that mattered — that’s what I wanted to do.” Her head felt bloated, too light, like all the 
carbonation of the champagne has concentrated just beneath the dish of her skull. When she 
closed her eyes, her body reeled, her equilibrium off. 


“You could always go back to school,” Aleksander suggested, shrugging out of his dinner 
jacket to drape it in around her bare shoulders, “It’s never too late.” 


She snorted, dismissive, licking her spoon. “And what, throw away my JD?” 
“T don’t think they make you throw it away just because you’re not using it,” he said mildly. 


She shook her head, then planted her palm beside her on the rock, kickstand-like, as the 
motion threatened to cast her, unsteady, out to sea. 


“T’ve thought about buying a boat and sailing across the world,” Aleksander said. Alina could 
track his eyeline across the water to the many boats tied within their slips, rocking softly 
upon the surface, sails lowered. ““You could come along and study the fish.” 


She stared up at him in the pall of the dark, studying the magnificent tracery of his features, 
illuminated by the light of the moon, which hung low overhead, almost kissing the water. 
“Do you even know how to sail?” she asked. 


She did not allow herself to picture it, what it might have been like, waking up together on 
open ocean, catching dinner off of the side of the boat, their bodies twined beneath the stars 
at night, out on the prow. Not for a moment. In reality, at least one of them would inevitably 
have ended up cast overboard, scattered in cleaved-up pieces, chum for the sharks, before the 
first week was up. 


“I’m sure I could learn,” he shrugged. “It would be nice, wouldn’t it, to sail away from it 
all?” 


“Don’t be fucking ridiculous,” she said, curt, rising from the rock, ready to return to the hotel, 
the spell of the evening thoroughly eviscerated. A turned tide, unpredictable, a chill creeping 
in. 


Something about it made her surly, the way he mocked her with these grand, illusory future 
plans. She walked along silently beside him, draped in his jacket, tense, sullen. What kind of 


future could they possibly have? They could barely make it through a single day without 
clawing one another apart. There existed no space between them to want for anything. She 
would be a fool if she dared. 


They passed by a number of shoreside restaurants on their way back to their hotel, all with 
tables set close to the water, warmed by overhead gas lamps. As they walked by one such 
place, a couple called out to them in French, asking them to play photographer, which Alina 
gleaned from Aleksander’s reaction — an affable acquiescence, reaching out to accept the 
iPhone that was handed to him as the couple stood from their table to pose nearer to the 
railing, a backdrop of darkened sea. 


As Aleksander snapped a number of shots for them, both horizontal and portrait, rotating the 
phone like someone’s confused father, Alina felt the dark pull of an impulse she knew too 
well, the mad compulsion to do something wretched, a deep-brain hungering for some sinful 
rush. Something she could choose, something she could be the master of, when she could not 
exercise the same jurisdiction over the war in her mind. 


Too, though she would sooner eat glass than admit it, there was a part of her, in that moment, 
that felt irrationally jealous of his attention. He’d yet to take note of the radiating frost of her 
cold shoulder, yet to make any attempt to make peace, and now he was focusing instead on 
these total strangers... 


The tequila was to blame, for certain, for this particularly irrational line of thinking. 


She reached into the bucket of melted-down ice beside the couple’s table, sliding their opened 
champagne bottle out of it, into her easy grasp — so nonchalant, so fluid, that anyone who saw 
it might’ve believed it was something she should have been doing; something she had every 
right to. 


As she and Aleksander walked along, continuing their journey, she brought the bottle to her 
lips. He caught it from the corner of his eye, then turned to her, agog. 


“Where did you get that?” he asked. 


“T borrowed it,” she said, taking another swig, rebuffing him, sharply, with a turned shoulder 
as he reached for the bottle. 


“You borrowed it?” he repeated, dumbfounded. “From that couple’s table?” he clarified as it 
dawned on him, a cold understanding seeping into his eyes. ““What the fuck is wrong with 
you?” 


This had the distinct air of a rhetorical question, so she ignored it. 


He reached in again, swifter this time, to wrest the bottle from her grasp. “Are you trying to 
end up in a French prison? Are you fucking insane?” he berated her. There was color on his 
cheeks, high, punctuating his consternation. It had a strange effect on her, his disgruntled 
raging, like something sleepy was stretching inside of her, stirred awake. 


“Yes, I’m fucking insane,” she shouted back at him. “If you haven’t noticed that by now, you 
haven’t been paying attention!” 


He upbraided her the entire rest of the way back to the hotel like a disappointed father, 
demanding to know why she had to behave in such a way when they were having such a nice 
evening, carping on about how he’d gone out of his way to make this trip so nice for her, and 
this was how she decided to repay him. 


Nice. What good was nice? 


“T can’t take you anywhere, you little delinquent,” he scolded her harshly as they made their 
way up to the room, pressed to opposite sides of the elevator car, at charging distance. His 
nostrils were high, aflare — he might as well have been pawing the ground like a bull. “TI 
ought to keep you on a fucking leash.” 


“Oh my god, would you stop whining?” Alina groaned, rolling her eyes at the fierceness of 
his expression, his furious scowl. “You’re literally being so annoying right now. It was like 
two sips of champagne — I doubt they’! launch a federal fucking investigation.” 


Perhaps she should’ve felt fear, or shame, or some combination of the two, but she felt only a 
mild, dizzy amusement, watching him try not to lose his shit. A mean satisfaction over the 
power she had to turn an evening on its head. 


She leaned heavily, drunkenly, into their hotel room door, trusting it to bear her up, 
depressing the handle with her elbow as she waited for him to slide the keycard home. As the 
tiny indicator light flashed green, the door fell open, and she fell with it, plunging in toward 
the polished hardwood floor. 


He caught her around the waist just before she hit the ground, her kneecaps just skimming it, 
hoisting her back onto her feet, though no doubt there was a part of him, however dominant, 
that would’ve been just as content to let her faceplant. 


The rapid, though minute, change in altitude staggered her, the telltale, coppery tang of pre- 
puke saliva flooding her mouth, her stomach churning. She darted past Aleksander into the 
bathroom, down onto her knees before the toilet, throwing up with all the force in her body in 
cool dim of the stark white ensuite. 


Aleksander followed shortly behind her, though she tried to send him away in between 
heaving, champagne-foamy purges, threatening serious violence. He was level-headed, 
methodical, raking her hair back out of her face and securing it with a claw clip he would 
have found at the top of her toiletries bag. 


She threw up until her abdomen ached, until bile burned its way, scorching, up her throat. 
Aleksander perched on the basin of the bathtub for a while, beside her, stroking the sweaty 
baby hairs back off her forehead with a gentle palm. 


When she could breathe again, she cried; great, boo-hooing sobs, disparaging him for forcing 
her to drink tequila. He coddled her tenderly, fetching her glasses of water, helping her 
change out of her dress and into an oversized t-shirt in between bouts of puking. 


“That it?” he asked, in a lull between the chorus of dry heaves lasting longer than the others, 
where Alina could sit back on her heels and wipe her mouth on a wet washcloth he’d handed 
her. 


She shrugged in answer, not wanting to be too optimistic. One the one hand, there was 
nothing left in her stomach. On the other, she was still wracked with wave after wave of 
nausea, keeping her crouched on the floor. 


“Want to try getting into bed?” he offered, stroking her hair as she rested her cheek against 
his knee. She shook her head. “Let me get you a blanket, then,” he offered, standing. 


He brought back a spare throw blanket and pillow. “I’m going to go see if they have 
Pedialyte at the shop on the corner,” he said as she curled up under the blanket on the floor, 
clutching her middle, “What flavor do you want?” 


“T don’t like grape,” she replied in a whine, eyes fluttering closed, exhausted. 


In the time he was gone she must have drifted off, only to wake up abruptly to begin another 
bout of dry heaving until the pressure in her head made her feel as though her eyes would 
burst. He eventually brought back her Pedialyte, the flavorless kind, bless him, setting it 
down beside her as she dozed in her pathetic huddle. 


“How are you feeling, malyshka?” he asked her, reaching down to stroke her cheek with the 
back of his knuckles, feeling her stir. 


She took time to take inventory, first of her gut, which felt tender and hollow but, blessedly, 
settled. “Better,” she decided. “I wanna brush my teeth ‘n’ go to bed.” 


“Sit here, malyshka,” he lifted her from the floor, beneath her arms, to set her down on the 
closed lid of the toilet. He wetted her toothbrush and applied a daub of toothpaste, then set to 
work brushing her teeth for her as she held her mouth ajar. It was over the top, maybe, but 
she leaned into the cossetting, pleasantly indulged, a pathetic little patient. 


She leaned over into the sink to spit, accepting the capful of mouthwash he offered her. Once 
her breath was as fresh as it was going to get, she followed him to bed, allowing him to tuck 
her in, to kiss her forehead sweetly as she settled down, sleepy breath huffing from her lips. 


Aleksander was half-mast with morning wood when she woke, her rump tucked down into 
his lap as he curled in around her, his palm sleepily cupping a handful of her tit he’d grabbed 
in sleep, thumb strumming unconsciously over her nipple. 


Alina was only half awake but she wanted, her body hot and tingling all over, feverish, her 
hips grinding back against him in an unconscious, seeking rhythm. His breath was warm 
against the back of her neck, halting and then sighing as he woke, both palms sliding up 
under her arms from behind to pull her in closer, cupping her breasts, warm, kneading, 
thumbs stroking over her nipples as they peaked against the fabric of her t-shirt, hardening. 


“Morning,” he murmured, voice gritty with sleep, against her ear. 


She sighed contentedly in return, stretching, cat-like, in his arms, arms up over her head, t- 
shirt creeping up to bare her belly. A breath interrupted as his fingers pinched down around 
her nipples, hard, an abrasive burn. 


“You were a wretched little girl last night, malyshka,” he reminded her, tucking his chin into 
the warm crook of her neck, beard scratchy against her skin, “Was that any way to behave on 
such a nice trip?” 


She squirmed a little in his arms, pressing her thighs tightly together. 


“You know, I had half a mind to bring you back to the room and take my belt to your ass,” his 
voice was low against her ear, a devilish croon. 


She could practically feel her pupils expanding in that instant, blown, her breath catching in 
her chest, fluttering there like a trapped sparrow. Would he really have done such a thing? 
How would that have fe/t? Would she have bruised? She would have looked just pitiful with a 
bruised bum. Her cunt clenched almost painfully around nothing, a sympathetic spasm. 


“Maybe that’s what you needed to learn how to behave, huh, pretty girl? Maybe you needed a 
reminder you’d be able to feel every time you sat down.” He cocked back his arm to smack 
her ass, hard. 


Christ, it stung. But it stung so right. The muscles of her cunt flexed, hard, and her clit pulled 
up high, taut, like the phantom of the primary throes of an orgasm, so near to the real thing 
that her cheeks burned — she was in awe of herself, of the reaction such a thing had provoked 
from her. 


“Of course, it’s not much of a punishment if you enjoy it, Alina, darling.” The rumble of his 
knowing laughter was twice as shaming. “How’d you get to be such a twisted little slut, huh, 
baby?” 


She couldn’t answer him, if indeed an answer for such a thing even existed. 


Almost not of her own volition, she slipped a hand down the plane of her belly, into the front 
of her own panties, fingers dipping between her legs, sliding along the seam of her sex. She 
was fucking wet already, hot, slicking her fingers, drawing it up over her clit as he ground his 
hips against her, kissing her neck. She knew she could make herself come so easily, just like 
this, held close in his arms, with that wicked voice in her ear. Just a little more... 


He smacked her ass again, in the same exact spot, which burned all the more for it, prying her 
hand free of her panties with a disapproving sound, taking her fingertips into his mouth and 
licking them clean. 


“T think you owe me an apology, Alinochka. Wouldn’t you say?” he mused, reaching down to 
peel her underwear from her, sliding them just down to the bend of her knees, just enough. 


“T would say you can fuck off,” she retorted. 


“T don’t have to let you come, you know.” He touched her from behind, fingers stroking at 
her entrance, gathering sticky wetness, reaching down his own boxers to slick it over the 
head of his erection. “Maybe I’ve been spoiling you. Maybe I ought to stop. For the rest of 
the trip, maybe I’1l just finish in that sweet little mouth of yours,” he proposed. “Or maybe 
here —”’ he pushed his cock into the crease between her thighs, just bumping up against her 
slit, cradled there. “So close, and yet —” 


“Fine,” she sighed, a whimpery little sound as the head of his cock split the seam of her cunt, 
nudging up against her clit. “I’m sorry that you have to walk around with a stick up your ass 
all the time — that must be incredibly taxing.” 


He reached up to wrap his fingers around her throat, drawing her head back, against his 
shoulder. “Try again.” 


“I’m sorry — ow, fuck, I said it!’ She complained, yelping as he smacked her, again, in the 
middle of her coerced apology. 


“Sorry for what, malyshka?” his fingers pressed into either side of her throat tighter, 
restricting blood flow, making her head feel full of light. 


“T don’t know, take your pick,” she replied, dismissive, though her voice was thin, soft, as her 
throat was compressed. “Ouch, Sasha!” another flash of heat as he spanked her again. “Okay, 
okay, I’m sorry I stole a half-empty bottle of champagne from someone else. I can see how 
you might take personal offense to that. I should have considered your feelings.” 


She could feel his smile, his cheek pressed against her cheek as he took his hand from her 
throat, the filmy spangles before her eyes dissipating as he reached down to guide his cock up 
against her entrance, pushing firmly inside of her with no real preamble, driving deep, 
spreading her wide with one firm push. 


It was so much tighter this way, as she lay on her side, her rump tucked in tight against his 
hips as he fucked into her deeper, groaning. A wounded noise was startled free of her at the 
stretch, the burn. Fuck, it was so obscenely tight, in actual contravention with the limits of her 
body. 


“Sasha!” she complained, accusatory. 


“T know, I know,” he whispered, hot, against her ear as she whined helplessly, testily, his arm 
sliding low around her waist to tug her in closer, the head of his cock butting up against her 
cervix. “Take it like a big girl, honey. You’re doing so well.” 


The condescension in his voice was as a sickness she craved, had her panting, willing to 
endure the stinging, the stretch, as he pulled back and then drove back into her, slow and 
deliberate and deep. Her clit was swollen and achy with arousal. His big, warm hands slid up 
under her t-shirt, cupping her tits, squeezing hard, harder. 


“No, it’s so — fuck!” she cursed, a shudder chasing its way down her spine, like a zipper 
pulled, actual pain or pure sensory overload, it was difficult to identify which. She reached 
behind her, groping blindly, to dig clawed fingers into his hip, to slow him down. 


“Easy,” he shushed her, reaching down to feel where they were joined, to slide fingertips over 
where she was stretched so wide around him, almost raw. He touched her clit and she flexed 
around him — he groaned. “You were made to take me here, milaya. And you will.” 


“What if I don’t want to?” she demanded, not kindly, her teeth gritted. 


“That’s just too bad,” he told her, sinking his teeth into the lobe of her ear, opening her up 
around his cock slow, drawing out every thrust to the point that he almost spilled free of her, 
before boring into her deep, inevitably. 


“Fucker,” she complained, twisting listlessly, but not enough to free herself, not enough to 
stop him. 


“Quiet, Alina,” he chastised her, putting his fingers into her mouth for her to suck on as he 
fucked her, driving up inside of her with a shamefully wet sound. 


Her orgasm built like something ruinous, something that threatened to dismantle her, building 
higher with each deep grinding thrust, climbing outside of their shared atmosphere. She was 
keening around the fingers in her mouth, drooling around them, tense as a bowstring in his 
arms. 


“If you want to come, you’re going to have to beg me,” he snarled, breath hot against her ear, 
sensing it, the way it built inside her, threatening to black out the stars, absolutely everything. 
“Bad girls don’t get to come without permission.” 


“Please, Sasha,” she begged, distorted around his fingers, as soon as she managed to find 
words, “Please let me come,” the whine was desperate, the litany continuing as he fucked her 
harder, refusing to grant her release, refusing to answer her at all, as though her pleas didn’t 
register. 


But she would play into the illusion that he controlled this part of her only until she couldn’t 
— there was no stopping it, now. Every muscle in her body was coiled tight as a tripwire, 
waiting to break. 


“Come for me, baby,” he huffed against her ear, warm, “Let me feel you.” 


He gave the direction just as the deliriously high, shining ascent of it all crested and she 
came, gravity dropping out from under her, sucking her out into the pitch black vacuum of 
deep space, a spiral devoid of oxygen. 


He held her close, anchoring her to himself and to her own body, holding her together as he, 
too, came apart, her name the faintest prayer on his lips, driving his cock as deep inside of her 
as he could possibly get without cleaving through her. 


They drew apart, a miraculous beast that had become one made into two again, spliced, and 
he kissed her neck and the side of her face, fingers reaching down to trace between her legs, 
where her flesh was swollen and hot, playing through the mix of their fluids, bringing them 
up to paint her lips. 


They lay there for a while, recovering, Aleksander pulling his fingers through her hair, 
tracing patterns on her skin. 


“You know, you used to mystify me, Alina, but I think I’m finally beginning to understand 
you,” he spoke, breaking the unflinching quiet contemplation of what they’d just done to one 
another. 


“Oh yeah?” she challenged him, still somewhat breathless, voice brittle. 


“Yeah. I think your self-destructive impulses come from a place of self-hatred,” he said, as 
casually as if he was musing that it was sunny outside. “But self-hatred is just another form 
of self-obsession, you know. Perhaps the worst kind.” 


“Tell me more,” she insisted, terse. He could write his own warrant this way, if he dared. 


“T believe you find my affection for you so gauche because you don’t feel worthy of it — you 
think denying yourself closeness will save you from pain. But pain is inevitable, Alina. What 
good would pleasure be without its contrast?” 


She hated him for trying to unravel her this way, to strip her free of every artifice, peer into 
her deepest machinations — once he was through with her, she would be left raw, open to the 
elements, like a hermit crab with a stolen shell. And what then? 


They spent the final day of their vacation in Paris — what was really a protracted layover, 
venturing from Charles De Gaulle to wander along the Seine, popping into various shops, 
sitting out at cafes on the street side, eating pain au chocolat and baguettes with ham and 
fresh butter, drinking coffee amongst crowds of surly cigarette smokers. 


Paris felt not entirely unlike New York City — it had a similar grit, a similar layer of charming 
grime. Pigeons, rats — all of the same fauna of her homeland. Familiarity in the scowling 
faces on the street, in the rough throng of the crowd. She was very fond of it. 


Alina pulled Aleksander into one final shop at the end of their day, as the sun was setting just 
over the tops of the buildings that hedged them in; their last stop before they would sleep a 
few hours in their hotel room overlooking the Eiffel Tower, and rise bleary-eyed, early, to 
catch their flight home. 


It was a small home goods shop, bright and modern, where they perused various decorative 
accoutrement, and Alina lingered particularly long on an oblong porcelain vase decorated 
with a pattern of blue irises. 


“Remember that vase of yours I broke?” she asked Aleksander as he pressed up behind her, 
jogging his memory. A milk glass vase, one she’d tried to dash his brains out with. 


“Among several other things,” he replied dryly. 


“Let’s not dwell in the past,” she chastised. “I want to replace it. Look at this one — how 
pretty.” 


“Alina, you don’t need to buy me anything,” he said, “If I need another vase, I’m sure I can 
afford one.” 


“Tt’s not about affording it,” she protested, affronted. “I’m trying to right a wrong, here. It’s 
about my own personal growth. Plus, every time you look at it, you’ll think of Paris.” 


Of her. Every time he looked at it, he would think of her, long after they were through. She 
would find some way to leave her mark on his life, fearful that the day she no longer crossed 
his mind, she would altogether cease to exist. 


He smiled at her, closed-lipped, a clear tenderness in his eyes. “Do you even have room in 
your suitcase for it?” he asked. 


“T’1] make room.” 


Alina struggled to fall asleep that night, as they lay together in the dark of their room, the 
warm light of the Eiffel Tower spilling in through gaps in the curtains, illuminating the wood 
floor before the window in a broad, filtered swath. 


She turned over to face Aleksander, to determine whether he was similarly afflicted, flipping 
her pillow over to the cool side. He opened his eyes to look back at her. 


“Will you tell me about losing your wife?” she asked him, the faintest whisper, almost as if 
she were afraid to say it too loudly, to summon her, somehow, into this space with them. 


Alina, herself, had never experienced true loss — not up close like Aleksander had. She had 
never put her face up to it and looked it in the eye and known that she would ache for years 
with it. 


She had only ever grieved for things that could have been; experiences she could have had, 
things she had come close to touching but could not — starry, out of reach things, only the 
merest shadow of true loss, a faint impression of it. 


Aleksander sighed heavily, and at first she anticipated that he would refuse her, but then it 
seemed he was only steeling himself, searching for the words. 


“It was sudden, and not,” he described to her. “They caught the cancer late. By a conservative 
estimate, she should’ve had four or five months. It was in her bones by then, so it was...it 
was too late, but she was so young. Her oncologists did their damnedest to come up with 
some sort of treatment plan, something to buy her a little more time.” 


Alina tried to imagine the two of them, so painfully young, maybe younger, even, than she 
was at that very moment, faced suddenly with an abrupt, unfeeling end, where only new 
beginnings should have been. 


“But she contracted pneumonia in the hospital, and then she was so weak, it was impossible,” 
he continued. “They said trying to give her chemo would be like executing her. She made it 
two months, and then her body gave out.” 


There was pain in his voice — faint, but real. Alina could almost feel it, palpable between 
them, like something sour on the air. His grief twisted between them in the dark like a ghost, 
something she wanted to plunge her hands into, hold up before her fearful scrutiny. 


“Two months — I mean, saying it, it sounds like a lot of time, but it was nothing. I couldn’t 
even conceptually understand what was happening in that amount of time, couldn’t come to 
terms with the fact that it was really the end. When it was impossible to trick myself into 
believing otherwise, there wasn’t time for sorting out unfinished business, or making amends, 
or even goodbyes,” he squeezed his eyes shut briefly, then amended, “I didn t want to hear 
goodbye, even though she was ready to say it. And in the last few days, she couldn’t even 
speak...” he trailed off, composing himself. 


Alina reached out to touch his hand where it rested on the pillow beside his head, to lay her 
own over it, stroking his knuckles with her thumb. His face was so open, so full of sorrow, 
her instinct was to withdraw, to pull herself out of the way of his pain, but she leaned into it, 
against every part of her that urged her the opposite way. 


“T was in between tours when it happened, and I got called back to Afghanistan like a month 
after. I processed nothing. I had no mechanism for doing that, for coping with anything. And 
in that environment, pushing it aside, refusing to think about it, wasn’t just the easiest way 
forward, it was the only way. My life and the life of my friends were on the line if I wasn’t 
one-hundred-percent present.” 


She couldn’t fucking imagine it, having to choke down his grief, to swallow it; having to go 
out and take lives after he’d lost hers. 


“T never got to lay in bed and wallow and wish I’d said or done things differently. I just had 
to make a decision to let her go, because it was the only way I was going to survive. I guess 
part of me thought that I was mentally stronger than other people — that I could intellectualize 
my way out of grief without ever feeling it. And it was slow-moving, but it eventually caught 
up to me.” 


“Rawlins, he was the commander of my Special Forces group back then,” he continued, 
recounting, his eyes faraway now, back in that moment, that space of time, “And he made a 
decision I didn’t like, and I fucking lost it on him — nearly blinded him in one eye. He 
could’ve had me court martialed, god knows what would’ve happened. But he didn’t. He just 
insisted that I get my shit together.” 


So Aleksander had given Rawlins that clouded eye. Alina had seen Aleksander’s rage, tasted 
it herself, but it was nothing like that. She had never truly feared him. This Aleksander of the 
past, she wasn’t so sure of. 


“To this day, I still don’t know why. Maybe it was his own pride — he didn’t want anyone to 
know that I’d bested him in a fight. But I took his advice — tried to. It took a while, but I 
eventually figured out that refusing to feel anything was never going to get me anywhere. It 
only ever held off the inevitable.” 


Alina was quiet for a while, just digesting, giving his story the space that it was due. There 
were no words that she could add to what he’d offered her; it could only stand on its own, 


reverberating in the quiet. 


“What about when your friend died? The one whose grave you were visiting?” She finally 
asked. She wondered if it was any different — she got the sense that he had lost him much 
more recently. 


He sighed. “With him, I felt it all in real time. The regret over things left unsaid, the yearning 
for more time. I think I expected it to go away faster, to be done with it sooner, because I was 
allowing myself to actually feel it. But it never really went away, and the pain took its time. I 
guess that’s the point — you can’t really avoid it, can’t divide it, can’t take only what you 
think you’re capable of handling. You just have to feel it as it comes.” 


She took this in, mulling it over. Her object, in asking him about perhaps the greatest traumas 
of his life, was not to feed upon them like some vampire of despair, reveling in pain that was 
not her own, though she could not deny having done such a thing in other situations, in times 
gone by. 


She simply wanted to know what loss felt like, wanted him to describe it to her, as best as he 
could, thinking that the more intimately she knew it, the less likely it was that she would be 
totally blindsided by it when it finally came to meet her. 


The next morning, Alina was exhausted, eyes stinging and bleary, from the late night spent 
up talking with Aleksander, which was probably why it took her so long to look up at the 
screen outside their gate, where they sat waiting for their flight, and recognize that it was 
wrong, that it displayed the incorrect destination. Salt Lake rather than New York City. 


Alina waited until about five minutes to the noted boarding time, thinking that the marquee 
would probably change. But it didn’t. 


“T think this is the wrong gate,” she pointed out to Aleksander, who had a coffee in one hand, 
a book in the other. 


He looked up, following her line of sight. “Flight 1806,” he confirmed. 


She stared for a long time before it dawned on her, the cogs in her mind turning it over 
slowly, tiredly. “No,” she snapped at him, teeth gritted, hellfire in her eyes. 


“It was supposed to be a surprise,” he shrugged, decidedly cavalier, returning to reading his 
novel. 


“T’m not going,” she hissed. 
“Of course you are,” he disagreed. 


“Fuck you.” She stood abruptly from the bank of waiting chairs, scanning the area for an 
airline help desk. Stalked over to it, pretending at some semblance of calm as she requested a 
flight change for JFK, or La Guardia, even. She was practically vibrating with rage, on 
another plane of indignant energy. 


The woman behind the desk told her that all flights out to New York were overbooked, but 
that there was one flight to JFK that left in six hours, for which they would be able to put her 
on standby, for a ticket change fee of five hundred dollars. 


She considered it deeply — wouldn’t getting stuck in this airport, ultimately, be a preferable 
fate? Though she was fairly certain she didn’t even have five hundred dollars, liquid, to her 
name, she had a credit card upon which to charge it. And she could always pawn her 
necklace, later, to pay the bill. 


She threw herself down, sulky, into the seat beside Aleksander, who sat reading, still, 
unmoved. 


“Don’t be cross, dear,” he said, offering her a sip of his coffee. 


Cross would not even have begun to express it. On the plane, they continued arguing, 
bickering voices low, muffled plenty by the whir of the engines. 


“What kind of literal psychopath do you have to be to plan something like this behind my 
back?” she demanded of him. 


Parents were so complicated; such a touchy subject. Not an element to introduce without fair 
warning. How on earth did he know that he wasn’t subjecting her to some massive former 
trauma by bringing her there, forcing her to relive something scarring from her past? 


She knew better than to ask this question in earnest; knew that he likely would have preferred 
if he was dredging up something from her past; anything that might leave behind a space 
inside of her for him to wriggle into; anything that harbored the likelihood that she would 
turn to him, need him, fall into his arms, however emotionally taxing it might have been for 
her, he was all for it. 


He had such a sickness to be needed. Alina wondered who had first made him feel so 
unessential that he would never again suffer to be regarded that way. Perhaps his absent 
father. 


“IT knew you would throw a fit and refuse to go if I suggested it outright,” he replied, 
shrugging, readers perched on the end of his nose, novel split-spined between his fingers. 


“Yeah, and for good reason.” Teeth gritted, her fingers clenched, unconsciously, at the 
armrests, twitching to reach across and snatch that book from his hands, to clout him over the 
head with it. 


“What reason?” He asked. 
“You can’t meet my fucking parents,” she spat. 
“Why not? You met my mother.” 


Practically at gun point, she thought to herself. “You wanted me to,” she pointed out the 
distinction. 


“And now I want to meet your parents,” he shrugged, not won over by this logic. 


The plane banked sharply, then, over a pocket of air. She reached out, unconsciously, to sink 
nervous fingers into his forearm, then recoiled as if burned, noting the smug ticking at the 
comer of his lips. 


“Ts that really how you think a relationship works?” She demanded. “That everything’s fine 
as long as one person gets what they want?” 


“Of course not, Alina. Relationships are all about compromise. In this case, you got your 
luxury vacation, and now you have to humor me by allowing me to meet the people that 
raised you. It seems a fair enough trade, to me.” 


She scoffed humorlessly. “I’m not the only one who’s going to regret this,” she assured him, 
“This will emotionally damage you just as much as it will me — II] make sure of it.” 


“T would expect nothing less of you, Alina. Now get some rest.” 


She was tired, so she did sleep, then, figuring there was still plenty of time to fight. It was a 

ten-hour flight to Salt Lake City, and even once they landed, she would still have to agree to 
contact her parents, to arrange some kind of meeting. Plenty of space remained to strategize, 
to refuse to cooperate. To book her own flight back to New York, if it came to that. 


She woke midway, over the ocean, and stared for a while through the oblong of the airplane 
window, past the second pane of glass, the frozen condensation that climbed, like spider- 
webbing, between, down into the perfect dark of the water, near indistinguishable from the 
dark of the sky. Watched the plane pass over that negative space, trying not to think about 
how it might feel to plunge down into that water from such a height. 


From the seatback tray, her phone buzzed with a text. As she read it, her stomach dropped, a 
sinking swoop, like the plane was in free-fall, nose diving into the waiting embrace of that 
fathomless darkness. 


Aleksander had texted her parents from her phone, in an ages old group chat they never 
communicated through but which lingered still amongst the many threads of her messages. 
Posing as her, he had let them know that she would be in town for the weekend, and that she 
would like to meet them for dinner, if they were available, to introduce them to her boyfriend, 
Aleksander. 


They had already agreed, and he had responded letting them know that he would set up a 
dinner reservation at a steakhouse she was vaguely familiar with, his last text exclaiming, 
“Aleksander says it’ll be his treat!” 


“Looking forward to it!” was the text she had just received back from her father, with a corny 
emoji smile. 


She looked over at Aleksander — he was asleep, near comatose, mouth softly ajar, silky 
sleeping mask drawn down over his eyes. So smug, even in sleep. In an instant, she 


considered various forms of comeuppance, including pinching him awake, or dragging him to 
the forward door of the aircraft and pushing him out. 


But ultimately, she let him sleep. Hunkered down against him, surly, and dropped back down 
into sleep herself. 


“How was your trip? We /oved Paris when we went, although your father felt that it was a 
little dirty.” 


Alina felt distinctly like she was in a sort of twilight zone, where everything was suddenly 
not how she had imagined it to be, like they were at some mad tea party, one where there was 
no room for her at the table at all. 


Her parents had greeted them so warmly that she sincerely felt as if she had misremembered 
the past three years of utter silence, stretched between them like a chasm, from the last time 
she had contacted them, to let them know she had gotten into her dream law school. They’d 
sent her a tepid “congratulations” in return then, a reminder that “they knew she could do it.” 
Nothing more. 


It was as if it had all been a hallucination; like she would have been out of turn, indeed, to do 
anything but reflect their warmth back to them. 


She and Aleksander both offered them little tidbits about their trip through France - first to 
Provence, then Nice, and finally, concluding in Paris. Her parents expressed that they hoped 
they wouldn't be disappointed with their stay in Salt Lake City after such a luxurious 
vacation, and Alina pointed out that Utah had its own breathtaking landscapes. She had some 
affection, still, for the city she'd been brought up in. 


Her father launched into his typical missive, then, about how he hadn't been sure about 
moving out to Salt Lake when his company had transferred him there, since there was no 
shortage of enmity between Christians and Mormons, and he was a young man who was very 
strong in his biblical faith. But he had been surprised to find that despite their differences, his 
LDS co-workers were great, godly men. A happy ending if ever there was one. Aleksander, 
to his credit, had nodded along graciously, as if totally engaged. 


Funny, how Alina's father had no difficulty articulating his feelings of being an outsider, but 
had never been able to reconcile his daughter's sense of the same. 


During this winding narrative, their orders were taken and drinks were delivered to their 
table. Alina and Aleksander had both ordered conservatively, ginger ale and water 
respectively, as Alina was sure, even now, that her parents wouldn’t stand for her drinking 
alcohol in front of them. 


Though they spoke to her quite like an adult, actually, trying to catch up on various details 
about school and about her firm, subjects which she was not particularly interested in talking 
about at any length, though she found it curious that they seemed to be. 


They looked thoroughly the same as they ever had, and yet Alina didn’t immediately 
recognize them in any of this. 


“You must be so proud of her,” Aleksander said. 


They blinked at this for a long beat. Alina could have excused them for being dazzled by 
him, incapable of speech, but she could tell that their delay in response was of another cause. 
They just weren ¢ particularly proud, in truth, and were surprised that he would suggest it like 
it was an objective truth. 


Beyond that their faith explicitly forbade them to be prideful, Alina was willing to bet 
anything that they’d been so preoccupied with resenting her for going against their will, 
forging her own path in defiance of their plan for her, that they hadn’t even been able to 
consider being proud of anything she had accomplished on her own. 


“Of course we are,” her father finally said, his eyes mild behind wire-framed glasses, tone 
careful, reserved, “Connie and I always knew that Alina was a very smart girl. She just 
chooses when she wants to apply herself, is all.” 


A smart girl, but not an obedient one. One rarely followed the other, in Alina’s view. 


When their meals arrived, her parents bowed their graying heads in a silent prayer, and Alina 
and Aleksander sat before them mute, uncomfortable, not praying, nor pantomiming it. They 
would indulge her parents in the name of politeness, but not that far. 


“Amen,” Alina’s father said in conclusion, and began carving up his steak. Alina wondered, 
briefly, whether her mother’s prayer had really concluded — it seemed awfully convenient that 
she picked up her head exactly as he said it. 


They all raised their silverware, then, to eat, the concert of scraping knives and forks 
occupying some of the silence. 


“So, Aleksander, what business did you say you were in?” her mother asked during a brief 
lull in mastication. She ate daintily, like a bird — Caesar salad, dressing on the side. 


“He owns a private military company — he sends security contractors out to support military 
efforts overseas,” Alina answered in his stead. 


“Oh, that’s wonderful,” her mother enthused, light eyes twinkling earnestly. She did look 
quite like a sparrow, actually, all of her features as delicate, fine. 


“My parents love the military,” Alina told Aleksander, doing her best to withhold any air of 
mocking. 


“Of course we do,” her father asserted, either not catching or outright rejecting the judgment 
in Alina’s tone. “We’re very grateful for all the sacrifices they’ ve made for our country.” 


“Did you serve?” Her mother asked of Aleksander, chirpy. 


“A few tours in Afghanistan,” he nodded. 


“Well, thank you very much for your service,” she said, practically beaming at him. Was she 
flirting with him? Alina could have retched. 


“Let’s not talk about the military, shall we?” Alina suggested, barely able to keep biting her 
tongue for a moment longer. 


“Yes, let’s not get her started,” her father agreed, dismissive, which, if possible, wound Alina 
up even further. “Despite our best efforts to teach her, our daughter still doesn’t understand 
that all the freedoms she enjoys in this country are only possible at a price.” 


Alina cracked her knuckles loudly, deliberately, beneath the table. 
“So where did you two meet?” Her mother asked Aleksander. 


Alina opened her mouth to inform her parents that they had first met when Aleksander had 
fucked her in a bar bathroom, having been pushed past the point of playing nice, but 
Aleksander cut her off to instead assert that he had been invited as a guest speaker to one of 
her International Law courses, to discuss the application of the Geneva Convention and what 
actions constituted “just war.” 


“T’ll bet she gave you hell about that one, didn’t she?” Her father asked him, chuckling, his 
tone conspiratorial. 


“She sure did,” Aleksander smiled over at her, his eyes knowing as hers screamed. “She 
made several very good points about the lengths to which a government will go to justify its 
greed.” 


Her parents smiled mildly back at him, expressions fairly vacant. They were clearly not sure 
how to take this — they’d been so certain, before, that he was on their side. 


“How do you feel about Alina working such a demanding job?” Her father asked Aleksander. 
It was almost as if he was goading Aleksander to say something negative about her; almost 
like he saw this as some essential part of the male experience, an initiation — disparaging 
one’s partner. “I would imagine an attorney’s hours can put quite the strain on a relationship.’ 
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This sort of critique from a man who was constantly out of town on business trips when she 
was growing up, who was always coming home late, holding up dinner. Alina couldn’t help 
but think that the nature of his objection was entirely to do with the fact that she was a 
woman doing the same thing as he’d done unflinchingly, without question. 


She opened her mouth to say something to this effect, but Aleksander answered first, 
preempting her again, perhaps feeling her mounting tension, radiating from her in aggressive 
waves. 


“T think we both work a pretty demanding schedule, but we always manage to make time for 
one another. It just takes a little consideration. I don’t see any reason why she should have to 
be the one to change what she’s doing to accommodate me.” This was delivered in a tone that 
was almost slightly biting, and Alina liked that he seemed to have passed the appropriate 
judgment on her father. Aleksander had always been perceptive; always been on her side. 


“And if and when you have children, do you anticipate that one of you will stay home to take 
care of them? Or does everyone in New York just have nannies for that?” her father pried, 
unsatisfied with this answer. 


“Oh my god,” Alina spluttered, aghast. Children? 


“Oh, Rich,” her mother interrupted, somewhat chagrined, before Alina could interject to 
insist that they were not having children. “Let’s not give them the third degree. I’m sure 
they’ll figure that out when the time comes. But for what it’s worth, I’ve always thought that 
Alina had a very maternal spirit — she was always so sweet with her dolls, and always 
volunteered to help out with the little ones at Sunday school.” 


Alina cringed as Aleksander smiled over at her. 


The meal drew to its eventual conclusion, and Aleksander finally managed to send off the 
check with his card, after a big show of her father trying to offer to pay and reluctantly 
accepting defeat. 


Her mother offered that they should come back to their place for a cup of coffee and a slice of 
coffee cake, and Aleksander surprisingly turned the offer down, citing their jet lag from the 
flight in; the fact that they had an early flight out the next morning, which Alina was fairly 
certain was a new fact, a development. 


“Well, we wish you were staying for longer,” her father lamented. “Aleks, you and I could’ve 
done a little golfing. Maybe next time you’re in town.” 


“Yes, you’ll have to come back soon,” her mother added, ““We’ve missed you so much, Alina. 
You can’t imagine how hurt we were when you went away, especially to a place like New 
York. We were so worried about you. But we prayed on it all the time, and knew we just 
needed to give you space, and you would come back to us when you were ready.” 


Alina was frustrated to the point of madness by this — her parents didn’t so much as consider 
her pain, consider their part in driving her away. Only their own hurt feelings would register. 


Alina, who was rarely at a loss for words, felt so silenced by their obliviousness, their lack of 
consideration or understanding. She clenched her fists beneath the table until her fingernails 
bit into the skin of her palms, drawing blood into half-crescent wells. 


Aleksander took her hand in his, unfurling her fingers in his lap, stroking her knuckles, 
soothing. 


Out under the restaurant portico, as they waited beside the valet stand, Alina’s mother pulled 
her slightly aside. 


“T wish you would come stay the night with us, Alina,” she said, “Your room is still just 
about the same as you left it— I moved my sewing table in, but nothing else has changed.” 


Alina allowed herself to feel momentarily, though cautiously, endeared. Her mother wanted 
her to be home, wanted her close. 


Then she said, “I know they do things differently in New York, but Alina, it really isn’t 
appropriate for you two to be sharing a bed before marriage. I think one day you’re going to 
wish that you had saved that special part of yourself, and it’ll be too late.” 


Alina considered snapping back at her, a feral snarling, considered detailing exactly what she 
and Aleksander did with one another, outside of the holy covenant of marriage. But she 
stopped herself. 


Shocking her mother, scandalizing her, though it might have been momentarily amusing, 
gratifying, simply wasn’t worth the upheaval, worth three more years of not being able to 
speak to her parents, to have them in her life in some way. Despite everything, it mattered to 
her, being able to have those things. 


So she said nothing. She considered that perhaps this was what their relationship was fated to 
always be — her biting her tongue until it bled. 


Their rental came around to the valet stand and Alina pulled away from her mother’s 
lingering embrace as Aleksander held open the passenger side door, beckoning her in. 


“Make sure to call or text us when you get home!” Her mother called after her. 


“T will.” 


“I’m surprised you didn’t accept their offer to go back to the house,” Alina called to 
Aleksander, who was dithering about in their hotel room walk-in, sliding all of his clothes 
from the hangers he’d insisted on unpacking them onto, folding them away into his suitcase, 
into tidy squares. “I thought you’d jump at the opportunity.” 


She was on her belly on the bed, wearing cotton panties printed with little red hearts and an 
oversized Graceland t-shirt, watching some reality TV show. She’d been practically asleep, 
resting her head in the cradle of her own arms, but picked it up as she heard him come back 
into the room, still dressed in his suit from dinner. 


“As much as I would’ve loved to fuck you in your childhood bedroom, your parents really 
are... irritating,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “They’re clearly not bad people.” 


“No,” she agreed as he sat down next to her on the edge of the bed, rolling onto her side to 
face him. 


“And I can see that they love you.” 


“Yes.” They did love her. It was the one thing she felt with utmost certainty, standing out 
from the rest of it. It was part of what made it so difficult to bear them. 


“But they don’t really see you,” he qualified. 


“No.” That was the exact crux of it. 


Her parents’ greatest crime was not understanding her, or not trying to, but it was a crime for 
which Alina could not bring herself to truly hate them. 


It would have been so much easier if they had abused her, or if they were outright cruel. So 
easy to write them off; to feel justified in boxing them out of her life. 


But just because their view of life was decidedly different from hers; just because they’d been 
taught to cleave to their own way of thinking, to the church’s way of thinking, and to reject 
all other input, it still didn’t mean that they didn’t love or care for her — just that they would 
never really know her; never be able to show her love that in a way she could easily accept. 


So it all remained nebulous between them, where on the spectrum they fell between love and 
hate, and she never got to feel self-righteous about refusing them access to her life. 


Alina watched Aleksander for a long while, studying the perfect plane of his face in profile, 
the tidiness of his facial hair around his mouth, admiring this man who’d somehow seen 
through to the very tangled root of her relationship with her parents, in a single meeting. 
Watched him until her eyelids grew heavy, again, until she could have fallen asleep there 
beside him. 


“T don’t like listening to them try to undercut your success and accomplishments, and I don’t 
like seeing how riled up they get you,” he said, as if he was working it out in his own mind 
even as he was speaking it. “I thought it might amuse me, but it didn’t. You’re mine to toy 
with, Alinochka. Your frustration is mine, and your pain is mine. But it did nothing for me, to 
see them upset you.” 


It was so validating, to hear confirmation from his mouth that he tortured her intentionally, 
for his own amusement, like a child plucking the wings from flies. She had always suspected 
as much. 


“I’m satisfied to have at least met them, but I don’t foresee us spending a tremendous amount 
of time together in the future,” he said. 


“You mean you’re not going to go golfing with my dad?” she said, voice small and cherry 
sweet with mock-innocence, eyelids sleepy-low and unassuming. 


“T don’t golf,” he replied. 


“Really?” this perked her ears up slightly. “A rich boy who doesn’t golf?” She was surprised. 
It seemed like exactly the kind of pretentious, uselessly expensive thing he would do. 


“T think you forget, darling, I was born a commoner,” he pointed out. 


“T wonder what it would be like if we put my parents into a room with Baghra,” Alina mused. 
“Would she /oathe them?” 


“I’m sure she would, but that’s not saying much,” he laughed, swinging his legs up onto the 
bed beside her, propping himself up against the headboard, the bulk of the provided pillows 
wedged behind his back. 


The way he was smiling over at her called her attention, sharply, to the fact that she had just, 
even in the hypothetical, suggested that her parents and his might someday meet. She turned 
back to the television, cheeks warm. 


“This show is ridiculous,” Aleksander said after a while, having sat there watching with her, 
his hand smoothing idly up and down the back of her calf as they’d watched. The sensation 

had inspired in her a full-body tingling, a creeping warmth, but, too, had nearly soothed her 

into sleep, eyelids ever-drooping. 


“That’s the point,” she replied, voice slurry with sleep. 
“Come here,” he beckoned her, holding out his arms to her. 


She went, let him pull her in against his chest, tucking her up under his arm, her leg slung 
across his hips. She was sick with jetlag — her body felt like it was being compressed, pressed 
down upon on all sides by some kind of planetary weight, like she was being crushed into a 
diamond, or maybe into a lump of coal. 


He reached down to tilt her chin up to kiss her, lips soft, coaxing at hers, tongue dipping into 
her mouth as it parted. She was falling asleep even as he did it, her sleeping breath humid, 
soft in his face. 


“Tired, baby?” he murmured, kissing her slack mouth, his palm rubbing soothing circles into 
her back. She made a sort of affirmative sound, and he told her just to relax, that he would 
take care of her, easing her over onto her back, coming to rest above her, between her thighs, 
a looming, hunched demon on her chest. 


She took him at his word, drifting off as he smoothed her hair aside to kiss her neck. 


She was in and out of consciousness, never really awake or asleep, feeling his touch mostly 
as an impression as he kissed her everywhere, rucking up her t-shirt to kiss and stroke her 
belly, his stubble tickling along her ribs as he moved up her body, mouthed at her nipples. 


Her arousal, even in sleep, was strong, a hard pang between her legs. She emitted soft, sleepy 
moans as he bit down on her puffy, split-slick nipples, a nibble that was just on the other side 
of a nibble, becoming a chew, worrying. 


She pushed through the downy screen of sleep to lift her hand, to push gently at his jaw, to 
get him to release her nipple, a sleepy swipe of her paw. He chuckled but relented, pressing a 
sweet kiss to each nipple before letting her t-shirt fall back over them. 


The pendulum swung toward sleep, then back once more as she felt him nuzzling between 
her legs, her thighs in a froggish straddle around the width of his shoulders, his nose pressed 
right up against her through the cotton of her underwear. 


She felt somewhat affronted by the impropriety of it all, but only in passing, and found that 
she could not move to put a stop to it, even if she wished. He mouthed at her through the 
fabric, finding her clit, teeth framing the pulsing, needy bud. She whined as he licked at the 
cotton, licked at her, ineffectual, only frustrating. 


When next she surfaced, from a dream in which she was being eaten by some feral beast, he 
had pulled the crotch of her underwear fully aside, was openmouthed against her, his tongue 
sliding up between her labia, lapping at her clit in soft, kittenish licks. 


She gasped out a drowning breath, like her lungs were filling with fluid — he drew her clit 
between his lips, and the sensation was wild, guttural, enough to bring tears to her eyes, 
which slipped from beneath the drawn shades of her lids, tracking along her cheeks, pooling 
in the seashells of her ears. 


She could not move to roll her hips up to meet his mouth, to guide her own pleasure, and this 
was sickeningly helpless, had her keening, low in her throat, coming even harder against his 
mouth for it, in total, juddering paralysis. 


“You needed that, huh, milaya?” she thought she heard him murmur, before his mouth was 
between her legs again, working her up to another helpless orgasm, which she fell into like 
she was dropping clear out of the sky, falling forever, through miles and miles of clouds. 


He never stopped licking her cunt, not for a moment, and she drifted with his face cradled 
between her warm thighs, his palm circling soft belly skin, gentling as her orgasms startled 
her back to consciousness in gasps like apnea, waking her for only as long as it took for them 
to roll through her, before waves of sleep again dragged her back under. 


It was the truest illustration of being eaten, like he was an incubus stolen into her bed in the 
dead of night, eating her soul out of her, stealing it from her in sleep. And she was so fucking 
wet, she could only imagine the way she was slicking his chin, her wetness dripping clear 
down into the crack of her ass. The sound of it cut intermittently into her dreams, a soaking 
soft lapping, almost grotesque. 


He surfaced and she did too, eyelids peeling open only enough to note the form of him, warm 
and strong over her, pushing his suit pants and underwear down just around his thighs. He 
was really going to fuck her like this, like some midnight intruder, pants pulled down just 
enough to get inside of her, their joined bodies bathed in the bluish light of the TV. 


She was fucking obsessed with this image, with this entire scenario, but threw a sleepy, 
elbowing uppercut to his chest just to see what he would do, just to test a theory. 


He pinned her arm down, hard, above her head, his free hand already drawing the head of his 
cock up against her, dredging through the kiss-swollen lips of her cunt, which spread with 
soft, sticky sound. He notched the soft flared head down against her entrance and gave a 
tender, slow thrust to penetrate her. 


“God, you feel so fucking good,” he said, in a breath, a whisper; like she was a sleeping baby 
he was afraid to wake. 


He sank into her cunt with a hiss, with her sleepy groan, and she stretched like a cat, like an 
involuntary twisting in sleep, rolling her hips to unseat him, so that his forward thrust 
resulted in an abortive graze upward through the lips of her cunt. He chuckled, fed the head 
of his cock back inside her, planting a hand on her hip to keep her in place as he sank into her 
deep. 


The stretch of her body remembering his was stinging and awkward, but she kept her eyes 
closed, her body pliant, sinking into the mattress as he sank into her. And she was so wet that 
it was inconceivable to think that she was meant for anything other than this. 


It was impossible to sleep, now that her entire body was a pyre, immolated beneath the 
perfect weight of him. But this did not mean that she would participate. Quite the opposite, 
she laid still like the dead, perfectly slack, eyes closed, lips parted only minimally to let 
escape breathy grunts as the blunted head of his cock collided with her cervix with every 
lunge into her. 


He loved this, was egged on by this, hitching her legs up higher to crush her into a smaller 
shape, folded up beneath him, his cock spearing down into her belly, like he meant to drive it 
through her. She came — there was no avoiding it, nothing she could possibly do to resist it. It 
tore through her, her whole body seizing, muscles locking, and despite her little somnophile 
act, she could not control the ragged noise that eked its way free of her. 


Surprising her, he sealed his palm over her mouth, shushing her, telling her to be quiet. She 
shuddered harder, came harder beneath him for it, gasps muffled as he dug his fingers in at 
her jaw, forcing her mouth closed beneath his hand. 


He didn’t come until she was mad with it, revived by the utter insanity of it, until after she 
strained at her wrists pinned down by one of his hands, teeth sinking into the meat of his 
palm that muffled the inconsolable cries from her mouth. 


He filled her up so full it was obscene, so full was a shame the tiny crucifix of her IUD meant 
it would be for naught, his cum and her wetness stringing between them, streaking her ass. 
He caught his breath, collapsed against her, still inside of her, and her pussy contracted sorely 
around his cock in lament. 


As if from miles and miles outside of herself, in the miasmic rush of their twinned heaving 
breath and the conducted, humid heat of their bodies, she heard the desperately soft murmur 
of three words, tumbling from her lips in a voice not her own, of a sentiment not her own — “J 
love you.” 


He didn’t say it back. 


Alina sipped at her latte, scrolling through her Instagram feed, sat at a café table with 
Aleksander, across from their gate, waiting for their plane to board. 


They had barely spoken that morning, passing one another like ships in the night in their 
hotel room as they gathered their things and packed them away. 


He didn’t say a word about the night before, but she remembered one thing vividly. He didn’t 
say it back. 


He had to have heard her say it — her mouth was right up against his ear. But he didn’t say it 
back. 


She hadn’t noticed it in the moment, too delirious, out of her mind with it all, overwhelmed, 
but it was the only thing she could think of, now — it circled like a murder of crows, 
swooping, pecking her to ribbons. 


She hadn’t meant it, obviously. It had been an accident, the kind of thing people blurted all of 
the time in the throes, in the mad rush of endorphins. Mal, for example, had been a great 
perpetrator of the drunk “I love you,” whiskey-dicked, murmuring it sweatily into her neck as 
he tried to wedge his softening cock back into her. It was simply understood to have been a 
fluke. 


But if she tried to tell Aleksander any of that, tried to justify it at all, she would sound like 
she was lying. 


As it was, she was losing her mind with the anxiety of trying to read him, stomach acids 
churning, watching him from across the table, in between unfocused glances at her cell phone 
screen. At times he would seem suspiciously quiet, but then he would offer her water, or ask 
her if she had checked under the hotel bed for anything they might’ve left behind, and she 
would think she was paranoid, imagining a tension that only existed in her mind. 


It made no difference how she tried to explain it away, what justifications she offered herself 
— she could sense a shift in things, something elemental, no more subtle than a switch in the 
wind. He was pulling away, adrift on another ice floe, disappearing over some horizon. 


She refreshed her Instagram feed for the umpteenth time, and a new post caught her eye — a 
fresh French manicure, pristine; a slim ring finger accented by a princess cut diamond in a 


clawed setting. Alina felt her stomach wrench violently. 


Mal and Zoya were engaged. 
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“T guess I didn’t realize how close you and Zoya are,” Alina commented, feigning lightness, 
though a burdensome heaviness hung behind her ribcage, a lead weight that had settled like a 
yoke around her heart and lungs, tugging at her when she moved. It had been there for days 
now, unshakable. “Are you two bumping uglies or something?” 


“Oh, come on,” Genya rolled her eyes, biting into her avocado toast, a shower of feta cheese 
and toasted pepitas onto the bone white of the plate. “Did you really think she’d make you 
her maid of honor?” A scoffing exhalation of crumbs. 


She and Genya were out at brunch, tucked into a raised banquette with tufted bench cushions, 
sucking down eight dollar iced lattes and gnawing their way through thick slices of 
sourdough slathered in mashed avocado. The café surroundings were cozy, decently 
Instagrammable — high, warm canned lighting, pale wood paneling, robin’s egg blue 
drinkwear, a squat oblong vase of eucalyptus cuttings at the table’s center. 


Zoya had invited them there, but had finished her cinnamon and oat milk iced latte in gulps 
and then taken her leave of them, too busy with wedding planning to linger any longer. She 
and Mal had an entire day of errands ahead of them, which she’d been eager to detail — 
dropping her ring off to have it resized, since it was much too large for her elegant little 
fingers, checking in with the caterer to ensure that everything was squared away for the 
engagement party, then meeting with the wedding planner to talk over venue deposits for the 
Loeb Boathouse. 


“Well, no...” Alina hedged, plucking a marinated cherry tomato sliver from her own avocado 
toast, popping it into her mouth. 


Or maybe yes, in fact, she had expected Zoya to ask her, up until the very moment that Zoya 
had set large gift boxes before each of them on the table, adorned with pale champagne satin 
bows, and Alina had looked up from the little collection of treasures within — the Tiffany 
blue-boxed cultured pearl pendant, the Chanel perfume with “Mal + Zoya” etched into the 
glass in looping calligraphy, the pure silk robe with personalized embroidery on the chest — to 
see that the lid of Genya’s box said “Will you be my maid of honor?” 


“Look, Zoya can be an insufferable twat, but at least she and I can be honest with each other,” 
Genya shrugged, both the gesture and her tone harboring some bitter, unpleasant edge, like a 
rind. 


Alina had noticed that something was off with her, a percolating chill in the atmosphere, but 
hadn’t been particularly interested in addressing it. She wasn’t sure she could afford to 
expend the emotional energy, still feeling slightly raw from the exertions of her Spring Break. 


“What is that supposed to mean?” Alina asked, supposing the confrontation was not to be 
avoided, now. 


“You have an entire boyfriend that you went to France with, and you’ve never even 
mentioned him to me!” Genya exclaimed, amber eyes flashing like a wild cat’s, crouched in 
tall grass, going in for the kill. 


“Because it’s complicated, and I didn’t know how to explain it, and I didn’t really want to 
talk about it at all,” Alina argued, on the defensive. How had this, a conversation about how 
she had been wronged by Zoya, turned so suddenly into a censure of her for something 
entirely separate? She was no fan of the redirect. 


“But you told Eva?” 
Alina had been too right in thinking that such an indiscretion would come back to bite her. 


“T mentioned him to Eva in passing. I didn’t tell her anything particularly interesting. And I 
only said he was my boyfriend because I think calling someone your fuckbuddy is really 
embarrassing, even if it’s accurate.” 


Obviously it said something more than Alina was currently willing to confront, the fact that 
there was a clear separation, in her mind, between Aleksander and other, more casual 
relations she’d had, ones which she’d shared every detail about with Genya unflinchingly. 
For what reason had she so coveted their coupling; tried to shield it from her best friend's 
scrutiny? 


“Why Eva?” Genya demanded. 


“Because she doesn’t actually give a shit, so I knew I wouldn’t have to explain anything,” 
Alina said. As a second tier friend, Eva would never have made the effort to ferret out or 
inquire after Alina’s true feelings toward Aleksander. Genya, on the other hand... 


“Ts this dude a fucking serial killer or something? I literally don’t get it.” Genya’s expression 
was pinched, her eyebrows drawn together in a disconcerted scowl. Even now, she was 
boring her way in through the defensive screen Alina had put up, hunting for truth. 


“He might as well be,” Alina scoffed. “Look, it’s very casual, but he’s very intense, and I’m 
almost certain you would hate him, so I just didn’t want to get into it.” Still didn’t; recoiled 
from the prospect of having to explain in any more detail. 


“What makes you so sure I’d hate him?” Genya asked, not willing to be won over, to have 
her injury assuaged so easily. 


“Because J hate him most of the time!” Alina was exasperated, with Genya and with herself. 
She couldn’t figure what had motivated her to even insinuate that it mattered whether Genya 
liked Aleksander. He clearly wasn’t actually her boyfriend — the point was moot. 


“Jesus, Alina,” Genya rolled her eyes. “At this point it’s just embarrassing.” 


“Excuse me?” Alina demanded, totally caught off guard. Embarrassing? 


“This weird self-loathing thing you have going on, where you let losers treat you like shit, 
and act like it’s like radical, or empowering, or some shit, to have absolutely no standards of 
how you allow yourself to be treated. Don’t you ever get sick of it?” 


“You have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about,” Alina insisted, gravely serious. It was 
an incredibly unfair assumption of Genya to make, and with an acknowledged dearth of 
factual basis, to boot. “And if that’s how you really think of me, then why the fuck are you 
friends with me?” It infuriated her to think that this was how Genya perceived her — as some 
pathetic fool who tolerated mistreatment for the sake of whatever attention she could glean 
from it. She was many things, but she was not that. 


“T mean, am I?” Genya retorted, a severe, auburn brow arched doubtfully. 


“What?” Alina spluttered. There couldn’t truly be any question in Genya’s mind, could there, 
that they were friends? The very suggestion was like a barb of rejection, a cruel thorn that 
lanced deep. 


“Sometimes I feel like I barely know you, Alina,” Genya said. “You’ve never really let me in. 
All I get from you is whatever parts of yourself you’re willing to share at the moment, 
entirely on your terms, all the time. That’s not really friendship.” 


“What the hell else would it be?” Alina disagreed, the color on her cheeks heightened. She 
felt backed into a corner, a feral dog threatening to bite, snapping and frothing between the 
teeth. “Friendship doesn’t give you carte blanche to know every single thing about me,” she 
spat, the very notion distasteful. 


Alina felt herself closing in like a fist, furled protectively to ward off this confrontation. “You 
know what, I can’t fucking do this right now,” she insisted. “Why don’t you go eat out Zoya 
or something, if you’re that desperate to be close to someone?” 


She stood sweepingly from the table and gathered up her bridesmaid proposal box, which she 
had half a mind to dump into the trash outside, bulling her way between tables set entirely too 
close together in the tightness of the space, hip-checking careless elbows as she made a 
desperate bid for the door. 


She stepped out into the humid mug of an afternoon that threatened downpour, dense vapor 
clouds sat heavy on the horizon, feeling the same inside, on the precipice of some great 
deluge. 


She headed for home. Genya could Venmo her for the meal, and she could pretend not to see 
the repeated push notifications reminding her of the charge until the end of time. 


That night, Alina’s apartment felt smaller than it ever had. Quite like the walls were 
narrowing in around her — a constriction she could move through as it conformed to the shape 
of her, but just barely, a resistant slog. 


She paced treadmarks into the floor, waiting for a text or a call; any acknowledgment that she 
existed. If she didn’t receive it, she sincerely feared she might look down to find that she was 
beginning to vanish, from her fingertips in, empty air creeping its way along her forearms — a 
girl turned to a wisp of smoke before the stunned audience’s very eyes. 


It had been almost a week since she’d heard from him; since they’d parted ways at La 
Guardia, those three words she’d said seething between them like a toxic plume, refusing to 
dissipate. 


She felt frailer in his absence, like he held her life force close to him, just out of reach. 


How she had given someone the power to erase her by refusing her attention, she had no 
clue. Clearly it had been a series of grave missteps. And now, here she was. Waiting for a call 
on a Friday night, going transparent at the edges. 


The only real solution, then, seemed to be to vacate her apartment, to occupy herself 
elsewhere, in a place where the walls were static. So she got dressed, squeezing her way into 
a lime green camisole dress which had tiny spaghetti straps that cut into her shoulders like a 
garrote, but lifted her tits up into appealingly fleshy handfuls which welled over the top of the 
dress like warm, yeasted dough. 


Doused in body glitter, tottering on spiked heels, she posed before her floor-length mirror to 
take a selfie, kicking aside discarded clothing items — snaky piles of peeled free leggings with 
underwear still bunched up in them, the other dresses she’d tried on that evening and 
discarded, judging them too subtle — to remove them from the shot, to craft an image in 
which the disarray lurked just out of view; an image quite true to self. 


The snapshot she settled on, added a filter to and posted to her Instagram story, toed the line 
of too much — too much creamy soft thigh; too much curvature to her spine, drawing her belly 
taut and pushing out her ass in a pert, peachy presentation; too much cleavage, accented by 
the faintest suggestion of a hard nipple, a detail only to be observed at maximum 
magnification. But too much was the exact sweet spot she wanted to be in; too much was the 
line she toed on a near-constant basis, flirted with, ever drawn back in toward. 


Too much would be just enough to get his attention, surely. 


Aleksander had recently made a faceless Instagram account from which to follow her (and 
only her), to observe her through the voyeuristic vantage of her social media presence. So she 
made a wager with herself as the image uploaded — if he didn’t contact her by midnight, 
drawn into her baited lure, heeding her siren’s call, then all bets were off. She would find 
some way to claw her power back. 


The clock was ticking. 


The first round of the fight was tense — it was one of the closer ones Alina had seen. Mal was 
well matched to his opponent this time, meeting him blow for blow, blocking what he could, 
absorbing what cut past his guard into the solid bulk of his body. 


He came out of the second round sporting a fresh shiner, blooming lavender across his 
cheekbone, his eye beginning to swell shut, despite best attempts by those in his corner to 
stay the balloonish expansion of tissue, pressing an iced Enswell against it. 


Alina could feel the tension in the room and immediately around her, could feel that energy 
like a choking cloud of hornets, a veritable vibration in the air. She stood in the center of it 
but apart from it, feeling it on her skin but not taking it in. It was a static, blank nothingness 
that sank and settled in the atmosphere, a graying. 


What would she feel if Mal lost the fight or got seriously injured? She couldn’t even locate 
the part of herself that was supposed to have an answer. 


The crowd was split when Mal won the match, wrapping things up neatly in the final four 
minutes, choking his opponent into tapping out. Alina could hear, even over the thunderous 
roar of cheers, a low-roiling dissention, from those that had probably favored his opponent in 
a bet. 


Upstairs in the bar, an off-color joint strewn with peanut shells and loud with 80s hits, Alina 
and Mal shared a round of beers with the rest of the fighters, a halfway point before heading 
out to the real afterparty, a pregame, taking advantage of the half-priced beers. 


They slapped five dollar bills down onto the slick bartop in exchange for Coronas, jamming 
lime slices down the slim necked bottles with their thumbs, toasting with a clang, taking a 
swig. 


“Does Zoya know about this?” Alina asked Mal, who held the condensation-slick bottle to 
his swollen eye. 


“No,” he exhaled a scoff that whistled into the fluted neck of his beer as he took a sip. 


He hadn’t asked her to clarify whether she meant the cage fighting, or the two of them 
spending a Friday night in each other’s company, sans supervision. She guessed he didn’t 
have to — the answer was the same. 


“How are you going to explain that?” she asked, gesturing to his black eye with her bottle. 


“Tl tell her I got it from kickboxing at the gym; that my sparring partner gets a little 
overenthusiastic,” he shrugged. A shitty, transparent lie — a decent enough foundation for a 
successful marriage. 


“Alina, good to see you!” They were approached, then, by one of the old favorites in the 
fighting set - Amadi, a guy from Benin who’d once taken a body shot off of Alina, if she 
remembered correctly, one wild night out after a fight. He greeted her with a familiarity that 
suggested they were twice as good of friends as they really were. Though he had licked salt 
out of her cleavage, once. 


“Good fight,” Alina complimented him, though she didn’t necessarily think so. Amadi was 
charismatic in the ring, but nowhere near a match for the guy he’d been set up against, who 
might actually have been part minotaur. 


“Appreciate it,” he nodded, a halfness to his smile which said he may have shared the same 
sentiment. His fat bottom lip and bruised cheekbone certainly did. “You two coming out with 
us? We’re about to head over to Lure.” 


She and Mal necked their beers in cheerful unison, taking them down fast, banging them 
back down onto the bar with enthusiastic belches. They should really have just been drinking 
buddies, discarding all the rest. But it was a little late for that. They sat before the loom of 
their own ruin, both, constantly weaving. 


The ceilings in the club were pitched high — a converted warehouse, track lighting set into 
industrial steel beams. The strobe was blinding — harsh fractals of light that offered sight and 
stole it away. The bodies on the dance floor seemed to move in choppy slashes, like cheap 
stop motion. The rumble of the bass rattled Alina’s chest hard enough to catch her breath, a 
trapped thing in her throat. 


She and Mal downed enough shots to feel it, in quick succession, slamming the glasses down 
onto the bar top like it was a competition of who could go numb the fastest. Then he took her 
hand, led her out onto the dancefloor. 


It was packed too tightly, into a singular writhing mass of bodies, so that Alina could only 
trust that the hands on her hips, guiding her into the sway of the crowd, were Mal’s — she 
hadn’t the elbow space to turn around to confirm. She squeezed her eyes shut tight against the 
flash of the lights and offered herself up to the capricious will of the dancefloor gods. 


She was losing snatches of time now, seemingly in perfect synchrony with the flashing 
strobes, streaking dark and light across their bodies. She watched, almost out of body, as the 
scene kept switching — cut to Mal facing her, offering her a key bump, more so pressing it 
into her nose — cut to her kissing Mal, openmouthed, even as her nose ran — cut to a body at 
her back that was not Mal’s, and Mal nowhere in sight; hands on her hips pulling her in close 
— cut to the distant realization that it was Amadi behind her, his lips on her neck, beery, wet. 


Taking a breather, Alina flooded up to the bar, hair damp with sweat at the nape and temples, 
tottering unsteadily on her heels, boneless with drink and with dance floor passion, cheeks 
hot, eyes spangling. Amadi emerged from the crowd to sidle up beside her, ordered two shots 
and slid one over to her. She took it quick, throwing it back like water. 


“You're a great dancer,” Amadi said. 


He was so funny — Alina laughed loud, throwing her head back, reaching out to steady herself 
on his bicep as the motion made her feel as though she’d go careening backward, a thousand 
hungry hands reaching up from the floor to drag her down and through it, into the waiting 
core of the Earth. 


Amadi slipped his arm in around her waist, smooth, anchoring her upright and to his body. 
Alina merely followed the trajectory he’d tugged her into, rocking up onto her toes to catch 
his lips with hers. He wasn’t totally prepared to accept the kiss, if indeed he’d been aware 


that it was coming at all, so in truth Alina caught mostly his bottom lip and a fair scrap of 
chin as he leaned back in surprise, laughing. 


Alina looked over his shoulder to see that Mal was a few yards over, eyes narrowed into 
irritated dashes, standing out, hateful, in the boozy flush of his face. He watched the 
exchange, practically vibrating with reserved energy, like he was sucking electricity out of 
the atmosphere to feed his rage. 


Alina could see the determination harden his eyes in a flash, like a switch flipped, but had 
inadequate time to react before he was moving toward them like a boulder down a hill, 
cutting a severe path through the crowd to reach them. She wasn’t certain who she favored in 
the ensuing scrap — Mal, or Amadi. 


But Mal surprised her — she expected violence, expected him to cock a fist and lay into 
Amadi, take a cheap shot while Amadi’s eyes were on Alina’s lips; was willing to admit that 
she would have gotten a sort of sick thrill from such a response. But instead, Mal swooped in 
and seized Alina around the waist, plucking her up off of her feet like an unruly toddler from 
a playground. He carried her, squawking at him to put her down, all the way out of the club, 
onto the sidewalk, where he dropped her back down onto her feet and sent her stumbling into 
a lamppost, clinging hard to it to stay upright. 


“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Alina whipped around like a viper coiled to strike, 
stepping back to put a decided distance between herself and Mal, for his safety more than 
anything. “Don’t ever fucking do that. I can kiss whoever I want. You’re engaged, 
remember?” 


“That could change in a fucking second,” he insisted, lurching, unsteady on his feet as he 
reached into his pocket for his phone. 


Alina snatched it from his hand before he could so much as unlock it. “Are you fucking 
joking? You can’t do that to Zoya.” 


“What do you care?” Mal scoffed, a sound twice as percussive as it needed to be. He wiped 
spittle from around his lips with the back of his hand. 


“She’s one of my best friends!” Alina exclaimed. 


“You’re a piece of fucking work, Alina,” he rolled his eyes at her, turning on his heel away 
from her, his whole body swaying slantways with the motion. 


She could not allow him this last word, could not stand for his dismissal. Never his. If Mal 
was anything to her, he was a punching bag through which she could punish both him and 
herself. “But you love me, don’t you?” she demanded of him. 


He stopped immediately in his tracks, swinging another inebriated ninety-degrees to look her 
in the eye, or try to, squinting hard to pull her into focus. “Jesus, Alina, how much have you 
had to drink?” he asked her, bewildered. 


“That’s not an answer,” she told him, determined. 


He was quiet for a decent stretch of time — it was Aleksander’s silence all over again, and not. 
A mere shadow of it. She was trying to conjure the hurt again, to know that she could survive 
it, but even as she waited for him to tell her no, she knew that this rejection would pale in 
comparison, would never truly compare. 


“Tf I thought that you would actually let me, yeah, I might,” Mal said, peculiarly earnest for 
someone so drunk. There was an odd...boyishness in his gaze, an almost pitiable yearning. 
Mal deserved many things, but her pity was not one. 


Alina checked the time. 12:30 am. “Call an Uber,” she instructed him, pressing his phone 
back into his hand. 


“Huh?” he asked, more so grunted, a bewildered knit to his brow, lips pouty with hazy 
consternation. 


“I’m going to let you,” she said. 


They stumbled in over the threshold of Alina’s apartment tangled up in one another, tripping 
over each other’s feet as Mal gripped Alina’s ass to steer her toward the bed, kissing and 
sucking at her neck like a whelk with blunted teeth. 


He picked her up off of her feet as she stumbled, walking backwards, both of them laughing, 
giddy, as he carried her the rest of the way and then spilled them both down onto the bed, his 
mouth engulfing hers, sloppy. 


It was so tawdry, the climb of his hands up her body, squeezing and stroking and tugging at 
the shelf of her dress to get her tits into his hands, and her high was burning out, a depressive 
wave that snuffed out that ferocious spark that convinced her that her every move was 
fucking brilliant. She had half a mind to go pawing through Mal’s pockets for more. 


Mal had his cock in his hand all at once, was nudging it already against the seam of her sex, 
which was half-split still by her clumsily tugged-aside underwear. The desperation burned in 
his body at a temperature she could fee/ through all of the skin that was pressed against hers — 
his hand up her dress gripping her hip, the outside of his thigh grazing the inside of hers, her 
palm against his face, pressing her thumb just slightly, purposely, into the bruise on his cheek. 


“Do you have a condom?” she asked him, voice a breathy interruption in the gale of his need. 
“What? ” It was as though he had never heard the word before, but still hated it. 


“If I know one thing about Zoya, it’s that she’s had some very strange men inside of her,” 
Alina said, sliding her own hand down between her legs, a physical interruption to the 
determined press of his body against hers, “I’m not exposing myself to that.” 


“Jesus, are you fucking kidding me?” Disgruntled, Mal twisted asunder to find his pants, 
which he’d kicked nearly off the foot of the bed — produced a condom and made a great, 
huffing show of rolling it on over the angry red head of his erection. 


The latex tip of it felt funny, prodding up against her as she allowed him to tug her back into 
place, her rump in his lap, knees hitched up around his ribcage. Less funny, though, at the 
breach — she was unusually dry, with only the lubrication of the condom to prime the way. 


Her body gave way or gave in as his hips drove down against her ass, as he held her pelvis 
aloft at a better angle to fuck her, manipulating her body like a doll’s. Once there was a glide 
to the push and pull of their bodies, she started to relax into the sensation, into its familiar 
rhythm. It felt...nice, if a little grating. Easily endured. 


Mal loomed over her, his bruised-up face almost evoking the cartoonish quality of a 
Halloween mask in the dim kitchen light that crawled over them in bed. His mouth and his 
brow were twisted in a horny consternation, his breath grunting and heaving as he raced to a 
finish, unaware or unconcerned that they weren’t competing. 


The guttural sounds he made when he came were so exaggerated as to almost make Alina 
giggle, though she didn’t, too keenly aware of what quality of blows Mal’s ego could and 
could not weather. 


She hadn’t finished, so there was no real haze to swim her way up through, no bid to refocus 
or compulsion to just drift in the utter peace of the afterglow. Only the awkward mechanics of 
extracting body parts and tying off the condom. Except it wasn’t there. 


“Where’s the condom?” she asked him — he held out his hands to show that there was nothing 
in them, like that was any kind of answer. “Did you take it off?” she demanded, horrified by 
the gall he would’ve had to have to do such a thing right under her nose. 


“No, I didn’t take it off,” he insisted, a little belligerent, like how could she dare suggest it? 
“Tt must have slipped off or something.” 


“Inside of me?” Her horror only magnified. “What fucking size was it?” She had an awful, 
creeping suspicion. 


“A magnum,” he shrugged. 


“Oh my god, you’re a fucking moron,” she spat, rolling out of bed to storm into the bathroom 
and go fishing for it, this deflated balloon of a thing wadded up like discarded trash within 
her person. 


Mal came in after a bit to lean in the bathroom doorway, watching her with a sort of detached 
curiosity as she plumbed the depths of her own cunt. 


“When should we tell Zoya?” he asked. 


“Tell her what?” Alina’s fingers were a schosche short for this task, she found. Or her pussy 
too deep. That was an interesting thought. 


“You know, about us,” he urged, that odd dumb puppy look on his face again, the one that 
made her feel like kicking him. 


“There’s no us,” Alina scoffed, withdrawing her hand. She couldn’t be serious with him 
while she was doing this, and the point she wanted to make was nothing if not serious. 


“What?” 


“T don’t know what you’re talking about, Mal. There’s no us. You chose Zoya. I’m going to 
be one of her bridesmaids at your wedding. You can sure as hell never tell her about this.” 


He had the gall to look stunned, as if she had slapped him. As if she had given him that black 
eye. Only in her dreams. “You’re such a cunt, Alina.” He finally said, and there was real 
defeat in it, like it was something he was just now regretfully accepting. 


“How is that news to you?” She rolled her eyes at his theatrics. “Go home to your fucking 
fiancé, Mal.” 


He went, slamming her front door hard. Back on task, she managed to withdraw the slimy 
condom and bin it. But something else in the neighborhood had felt slightly...off, she 
realized. With two investigatory fingers, she identified that the strings of her IUD, which 
were typically tucked safely around her cervix, were missing. 


Pure dread surged through her body like a shot of poison. For how long, exactly, had it been 
like this without her noticing? She wasn’t up there all that often herself, but she would have 
imagined that Aleksander might have noticed the difference and mentioned it. 


Unless, of course... 


She practically tore her bed apart looking for her phone, recovering it from the floor when it 
hit the ground with a hearty smack. If the screen weren’t already shattered from dropping it 
so many times, it certainly would have been from the impact. She flopped down onto the 
mattress with an exhausted sigh and dialed. 


“Alina,” he answered on about the fifth ring. There was a question in it, a thread of concern. 
His voice was deliciously husky with sleep, so she knew her call had woken him. 


She was suddenly very angry, provoked by how casual he sounded. He managed to sleep 
without her? Without knowing where she was or what she was doing in such a dress? “Where 
the hell have you been?” she demanded. “Why haven’t you called?” 


“As you seem to have figured out, the phone works both ways, milaya,” he said, sighing. 


“You're really going to pretend you weren’t ghosting me?” She scoffed, rolling her eyes. 
“That’s mature.” Was he really any different from any other man? Perhaps she’d been a fool 
to think so, to conceive of him as other, superhuman, when he was very obviously not. 


“I’ve needed some space to think, Alina,” he said. “I believe you did, too.” 


“What the fuck is there to think about?” she disagreed wholeheartedly. “You can’t hold me 
accountable for something I said during sex! It’s not fair. you have no right to just cut me off 
like that! We — I—” she struggled to find the words to voice her thoughts, to put them into 
order. Plenty were coming, but none particularly eloquent. 


“Did you mean it?” He asked her simply. 


“No!” The answer was immediate, defensive. The one she’d rehearsed, been ready to offer 
him at the first opportunity, had he even deigned to speak to her of it — to speak to her at all. 


“Then tell me again how I owe you anything.” 


She had no language to explain what he sounded like in that moment. She hesitated to read 
anything into his tone that was not there, but the harshness of the interrogatory was hard to 
misconstrue. 


She gawked at the phone, baffled. “What the fuck does that mean?” 


“Alina, it’s almost two AM,” he said with a heavy, world-weary sigh. “I’ve had a long night. 
We can discuss this later.” 


His dismissing her so easily, even for just one more night, only made the spiral inside of her 
widen to swallow more of her sense, more of her calm. “A long night doing what? Fucking 
someone else?” 


“Alina,” he chastised her, a low reprimand. “Please. I spent the evening at the orchestra. I 
have a raging headache.” 


“With who?” She pressed, pursuing the interrogation with an uneasy ferocity. Did she even 
really want to know? Could she trust herself with what she’d do if he gave her an answer she 
didn’t like? 


‘A business associate.” 
“Oh, that’s what we’re calling them now?” she scoffed humorlessly. 
“T have to go now, Alina. We’ll talk later,” he replied firmly. 


“When!” she crowed. He had to give her something tangible, something concrete to cling to, 
or she would never be able to hang up the phone. 


“Let’s have lunch tomorrow,” he offered, “I'll send you the details.” 


Lunch? There was quite literally nothing more sexless than lunch. She supposed the actual 
topic she had called to discuss with him in the first place would have to wait until then. 


She dipped exploratory fingers back inside herself as he hung on the line, waiting for her to 
agree. The satin mouth of her cervix was still unadorned with the poky, catfish whisker 
strings that were supposed to be there. 


She listened to the sound of him breathing and drew the pad of her thumb up and across her 
clit, a curious strumming, just to see if there was any result, if it would feel anything like it 
did when he did it. Not quite, but it was not exactly nothing, either. Her head fell back against 
the pillows, hips lifting toward the magnetic plunge of her fingers inside. 


This body was hers. She knew it just as well as he did. It would remember to answer to her 
call with a little more coaxing... 


“T’m hanging up, Alina,” he warned. 


“Wait, just...talk to me a little bit more,” she coaxed, breathy, a little desperation in her lilt. 
She bet anything that she could get there if he said just a few more words... 


“Tomorrow, Alina,” he told her, terse, hanging up the phone. 


She flopped back, arms flung wide on the mattress in defeat. 


On her way to lunch the next day, Alina stopped into Duane Reade to grab a Starbucks 
double shot and a Plan B for the walk over — appetizers. 


Thinking twice on her meandering way out of the “Family Planning” aisle, she added another 
Plan B to the basket she had balanced in the crook of her arm. God only knew when she 
would find the time to make a gynecologist appointment — if this lunch meeting went her 
way, she’d be needing more than one emergency contraceptive. 


It was so humid outside, still, the air oppressive — the first knells of summer ringing in. Sweat 
gathered in the darkest niches of her body, beneath the sweet little sky blue romper she wore, 
with its fluttery sleeves and shorts. She’d showered, but she could still smell the boozy sheen 
on her skin, like she was someone’s hard drinking uncle, a sickliness under the bright citrus 
of her perfume. 


Outside Bergdorf’s, she tore into one of the Plan B boxes, punching the pill out of the 
aluminum and washing it down with the last of her espresso. The second box, she tucked 
down into her purse before heading inside, taking the elevator up to the café on the seventh 
floor, where Aleksander awaited her, looking impatient as hell and all the more handsome for 
it. What cruel god had designed such a face; one so beautiful it was near impossible to look at 
straight on, though it was all you ever wanted to do? 


“You’re late,” he commented, like he couldn’t not say it, dark eyes flat and reproving. 


“Yeah, well, that’s what you get for ignoring me for a week. Which, by the way, I still don’t 
understand,” Alina said, equally critical. He’d already ordered for them, so she set her menu 
to the edge of the table. There was nothing to do but get on with it. “If you’re punishing me 
for something, I don’t know what it is. I already told you I didn’t mean what I said that 
night.” 


Why did he insist on making such a big deal out of such a tiny indiscretion, anyway? She 
needed only for him to acknowledge that it was shitty of him not to say it back, and then they 
could move on, never to speak of it again — she could bear no other result. 


“T heard you loud and clear, Alina,” he said. His voice was a practiced monotone, giving 
away no more than the placid perfection of his face. “But I think it’s high time that we be 


honest with each other, and with ourselves.” 


“What does that even mean?” She rolled her eyes. He so savored this overblown grandiosity, 
the pageantry of it all — she braced herself for the ensuing monologue, a yawn already 
building in the back of her throat. 


“T was content, for some time, to pretend like like this was only a game for me, like it seems 
to have been for you. We had a great time together, Alina — there’s no denying that. But I’m 
not getting any younger. It’s coming time that I settle down. And since you’re clearly not 
ready for anything serious, I don’t see how we can continue on like this,” he explained. 


This was so far afield from anything she had expected from him; it was a space of several 
measures before she could even find the breath to speak. There was a stabbing sensation in 
her lungs, every breath that loosed itself barbed, tearing its way free. 


“Are you breaking up with me?” She demanded, a scoff of disbelief, needing him to put it in 
plain English for her if she was to ever digest it. Her field of vision was narrowing, darkening 
around the edges, to just his face, which she studied like some cryptic rune, inscrutable. 


“We were never really together, were we? According to you?” He asked, arching an eyebrow. 
There was an odd laissez-faire bend to it all, like this decision of his was not a decision at all, 
but a foregone conclusion. 


“This is such bullshit,” Alina accused, willing the phantoms of confusion and hurt out of her 
voice, cleaving to the purifying fire of an indignant anger, bearing it up inside of herself like 
a torch. “What’s your fucking angle here? You already have everything you want. You can’t 
keep moving the goalpost.” 


With Aleksander, every move was vertical; was a cool calculation; a hungry grab for more 
control, greater influence. This little performance had to be in the same vein. But what more 
could she possibly offer of herself? What piece of her existed that he hadn’t already touched; 
laid claim to? 


There was a remote part of her brain that was urging her to stand from her seat, to leave the 
café, to spare herself. The same part of her brain that would have urged her to jump from the 
path of a speeding train. But she found she could not heed it. 


“There’s no angle, Alina. We’re clearly at different stages in our lives, which I’ve always 
known, but I suppose I thought that with a little guidance, you’d be able to find your way; 
that given a little nudge in the right direction, you might mature into something remotely 
resembling a stable adult woman. Obviously, that isn’t the case. Not only are you an insipid, 
damaged little thing, but you don’t seem to be the slightest bit interested in changing that.” 
He shrugged, his nose turned up, dismissive, high nostrils haughty, almost equine. 


An awful sense was creeping in over her skin like a vaporous, poison fog; an eerie suspicion 
that she was all wrong, that she’d been looking at things in the inverse — that Aleksander 
wasn’t looking for a way in, but out. That he’d had a limit, and she’d finally found it. That 
her loving him was the one thing he could not bear. 


Nevermind that she hadn’t meant it — he was withdrawing all the same, pulling out of her 
view like a solar eclipse, leaving her in the cold. The mere suggestion of such a devotion had 
been enough to send him running scared like a child. 


She was stunned by the cruelty of his dismissal, every cosmic mote of her person rebelling 
against it, a sensation like every atom that composed her would begin to rend itself apart. She 
may not have loved him, but perhaps she had always secretly believed that he felt some 
measure of love for her, or something like it. And this felt like a betrayal of that imagined 
love. 


It was all so unfeeling, like she was no one, like she meant nothing to him — he who had so 
tenderly plucked her apart at the seams, reduced her to this creature of need, lax at the limbs 
and ever-aching for him. 


“I’m damaged?” She demanded, too loud, preparing to give him a piece of her mind, to rail 
against what she could see coming, the great dying on their horizon. He was the one breaking 
up with her because she told him she loved him. He didn’t get to call her damaged. 


In some strange way, he had created her, built the very thing he feared with his own hands. 
He’d put so much effort into wearing her down, chafing her to the raw, hideously pink center, 
and now he was dumping her because for the scarcest second, he understood the gravity of 
that dismantling. The accusations he levied against her were only a projection. He was even 
more pathological than she was. 


It seemed to Alina that it had all been just a twisted, awful game. One she’d been far too 
naive to know the rules of, let alone to win. 


He wanted her until he didn’t — he played with her until he grew bored, until she began to 
wear at the seams, until the shine began to dull. She was his thing to discard, and discard her 
he would. 


He opened his mouth, probably to tell her to quiet down, but their server arrived beside their 
table then, plates balanced precariously on one outstretched arm. Squeezing between tables to 
reach them, he accidentally nudged Alina’s purse from the back of her chair with a wayward 
hip. It fell open as their plates were set before them, and Aleksander leaned out of his chair to 
retrieve it as the server swept away. Resurfaced with the Plan B in his hand, with a fearsome 
scowl twisting his brow. 


“This is what I’m talking about,” he said, holding the blue box up before her. “The second 
you feel threatened, you go back to playing the same filthy, manipulative little games. It’s 
like you can’t even help yourself — you just fucking implode, and you wipe out everything in 
your path with zero consideration for anyone else,” he accused. 


This was the first spark of real emotion — the unfeeling mantle had slipped, briefly. In his 
eyes, the algal bloom of that emotion looked a lot like Hurt. But that simply didn’t compute to 
Alina, didn't fit within her hypothesis. If he didn’t want her anymore, then what did he care 
what she did? 


Perhaps he was exactly that selfish. He may not have wanted her, but that did not mean that 
anyone else could have her. He’d left his mark on her like a curse, condemning her to roam 
the earth torn apart, bereft, until the end of time. 


She hated him in that moment, hated him truly, with a fierceness that pained her. 


“That's not true!” She argued, flustered, cheeks hot. Her mind was in a hellish, tangled knot. 
He had reversed gravity and then turned out the lights, leaving her to fumble around in the 
deep-space vacuum of the dark. Nothing made any kind of sense anymore. 


“What is this for then? Huh?” He demanded, rattling the box emphatically. “Why do you 
need this?” 


“Why?” She repeated, “Maybe because you pulled out my fucking IUD!” She reached across 
to snap the box out of his hand, annoyed, shoving it back into her purse. She couldn't fucking 
bear to look at it, to have it held up to the light like that, like some scarlet letter he would 
brand her with. 


“T what?’ He balked. 


“Tt’s gone, and until last night, you were the only one who’d been anywhere near it. Was it 
part of your sick little plan to make sure I needed you? You thought if you got me pregnant 
with your evil spawn, I could never be rid of you?” 


She was reaching out for something in asking him this; grasping, digging fingernails in until 
they lifted from the beds. She would never admit it. 


“Don’t be fucking ridiculous,” he rolled his eyes at her, almost as if annoyed by the 
suggestion, “You’re not ready to be a mother.” 


“What the fuck does that mean?” her grip tightened around her water glass — had been 
tightening all the while, her fingers sweating with the force of it, leaving misted prints 
behind. 


With one especially fierce squeeze, it gave way, one side of the glass caving in with a loud 
pop, jagged edges slicing into the insides of Alina’s knuckles as water sloshed across her 
plate and into her lap. 


“Oh my god! Are you okay?” A server made a beeline over to their table, gawking, as 
Aleksander reached awkwardly across the table to wind his cloth napkin around Alina’s 
bleeding fingers. “Let me go grab some Band-Aids!” She scurried off in a pale green panic, 
having caught sight of the blood, pinkening the water. 


The casualty offered a brief reprieve, in which the manager came to their table and 
apologized to them a hundred times over for the weak glassware, though careful to stray far 
from any language that could be misconstrued as an acceptance of culpability. He offered to 
comp their meal, then left them alone to wind beige bandages around Alina’s cut fingers. 


“Alina, this is so far out of line,” Aleksander reprimanded her, terse, once her wounds had 
been tended to. The external ones, at least. “You’ve made a spectacle of yourself.” 


“Me?” She hissed, disbelieving. “None of this is fair, Aleksander. You didn’t say it back. I 
said it, and you’re the one who didn’t say it back.” His fault; it was all his fucking fault. Why 
didn’t he see that? Would he burn her at the stake for his own sins? 


“But you didn’t mean it, Alina. Remember? Or is that not true?” he challenged her, eyes 
stolid, searing through her. 


She was silenced by this, furious, teeth gritted so tightly she sincerely feared the enamel 
would begin to split, to run with fissures from the pressure. Was there any answer she could 
give that would not be easy ammunition? 


“Can you truly say that this isn’t transactional for you?” he demanded of her. “Can you tell 
me, unflinchingly, that this is a relationship you have chosen to be in because you care for 
me? Can you to give yourself to me, only me, and trust that you will receive the same 
devotion in return?” 


There was a roaring in her ears, like sizzling ocean water had risen up to fill them, hollowing 
and distorting his voice. She could feel the end, like some beastly, wakened thing that lived at 
the edge of every eternity, limbering itself up, rising to meet her. There was a lump in her 
throat she struggled to swallow past — some heinous cry that, if loosed, might never stop. 


She could not speak — it was as if she had forgotten all language. Her tongue resisted any 
attempt to form around the words she could not even find — lay useless in her mouth, limp. 


He didn’t wait long for an answer before continuing the veritable dressing down. 


“Because I don’t think you’re capable of it, Alina. I don’t think you’d allow yourself to even 
want it, let alone have it. So how could I possibly have said it back?” He implored. “How 
could I have given you all of myself when I knew, even as you told me that you loved me, 
that you were still holding back so much of yourself from me; that you were still prepared to 
cut your losses and run at the slightest provocation?” 


She’d felt, up until now, that they were equally diabolical beings. But this transcended 
anything she’d ever fathomed. It was one thing to leave her — it was quite another to convince 
both her and himself that it was her doing, even as he held the knife in his hand. She opened 
her mouth to argue this point, but he didn’t give her the opportunity. 


“You didn’t have to tell me that you didn’t mean it when you said you loved me, Alina,” he 
told her, and there was an awful finality in his voice. It didn’t reach his eyes, but nothing did. 
There were as distant and cold as a midnight sky. Eyes that had never known her. “You’ve 
done nothing but make that clear. So as much as it pains me, I don’t think I have anything to 
offer you anymore.” 


This was his cruelest manipulation of all, this bid to be without her. She wondered how long 
he’d been searching for it, some way to be free of her without looking like he’d lied, like he’d 


led her astray. A way to make it her fault. And she’d offered him the perfect opportunity, with 
those three empty words of hers. Handed him her own head on a platter. 


“You’re such a bastard,” Alina said with a disbelieving scoff, shaking her head. “You 
wheedle and you pry and you push and when you finally wear me down, you tell me it isn’t 
good enough! It’s bullshit, Aleksander; it’s all bullshit. You’re just deflecting blame! You just 
want a way out! Well you have it. I don’t need this. I don’t need you.” 


She pushed back her chair forcefully enough that it nearly tipped over, casting aside her 
bloodied napkin, a marred white flag she was waving. She refused to look at him, to read the 
naked relief she knew she would find, traitorous in his eyes. 


She stormed from the café, grateful that her legs were working well enough to carry her free 
of the collapse, the building caving in on itself in the wake of their separation, beams bowing 
and giving way, reducing it all to rubble. 


She did not allow herself to turn back, lest she turn to a pillar of salt. 


That night, Alina attended Zoya and Mal’s engagement party. 


It was an intimate affair, held in a rented-out bar that bordered on too trendy, a pop up made 
permanent, the entire ceiling covered in a thicket of climbing vines and silk florals, dripping 
with purple wisteria, fist-sized roses and bright pink carnations — a riot of color, of life. It 
stretched overhead like a meadow, like the room was in the inverse, like beneath her feet 
should have been the vast, blue emptiness of the sky. Antiquey, yellow-brown bulbs dropped 
down out of the wild tangle of it all, imbuing the space with a honey glow. 


Alina felt like an exposed wound — seething in the open air. She hadn’t even wanted to come, 
fearing that every person she crossed paths with would scent the stink of weakness, of injury, 
on her skin. But not showing up would have been far more damning. 


Everyone, especially Zoya, would read far too much into it if she didn’t show, constructing 
their own fictions around they why of it, and she couldn’t bear to give them the satisfaction. 
She would retain this last grain of her dignity if it killed her. 


Genya still wasn’t talking to her, so her presence in the room offered up no safe harbor. It 
seemed, in fact, that she and David were making a purposeful, looping circuit around the bar, 
doing their utmost not to intersect Alina at any point. 

Everyone was coupled off, standing in groups of four and six, schmoozing. 


Alina felt ugly and frail, like a starved hyena. A disease. 


She hovered a while by the hors d'oeuvre table, devouring caviar and créme fraiche canapés, 
tipping freshly shucked oysters down her throat, but the nausea came on strong, after about 
the third — each bite turned to salted ash in her mouth. 


“Alina! I haven’t seen you all night!” Zoya pouted, cornering her by the bar — her cheeks 
were flush with the exertion of flitting about the room, basking in everyone’s adoration and 
well-wishes. She was also drunk, tongue poking out between her teeth with the sibilance of 
the greeting, like her mouth’s remembrance of a childhood speech disorder. 


Alina elected not to comment on the purposeful distance she’d maintained all night — Zoya 
had been practically welded to her fiancé’s arm, as to be expected, which posed an obvious 
obstacle for Alina, who knew it would be best not to interact with Mal in any way tonight, for 
the good of them all. She deflected every wounded, hateful glance he angled her way from 
across the bar. 


“You’re not mad at me, right?” Zoya pouted, navy eyes almost black pools in the low light of 
the bar. 


“Why would I be mad?” Alina asked, genuinely uncertain. 


“For marrying Mal,” Zoya explained, like it was obvious, almost like she was the faintest bit 
disappointed that it wasn’t immediately understood. “You’re not mad, right? You have to 
admit that you two were awful for each other.” 


She did have to wonder what cozy little fictions Mal had filled Zoya’s head with about her, 
about the two of them. A rather dark thought — perhaps he had only needed the truth. 


“I’m really happy for you, Zoya. Really,” Alina insisted, taking Zoya’s hands in hers to 
impress upon Zoya her earnestness, squeezing down a little harder than she’d meant, feeling 
Zoya’s elegant little bones grind beneath her fingers. 


“T know it probably seems crazy that we got engaged so fast, but with my dad and 
everything...it just felt right,” Zoya explained. “I mean, it was like I was drowning, you 
know? And Mal was just...there to hold on to. Not to say that I don’t Jove him. Obviously I 
love him,” she was quick to insist. “But there are obviously other considerations than love. 
Being with him means things don’t really have to change. He’s like the last fucking life boat. 
I definitely never planned to get married like this, before I even pass the bar, but it’s fine. It'll 
be good. Mal is sweet. He’s really sweet. So we’re just going to go for it.” 


She rambled for just long enough to pique Alina’s interest. Perhaps their whirlwind romance 
was something short of the fairytale Zoya was determined to sell it as, packaging it all up ina 
champagne satin bow. That was perfectly fine — understandable, even. ““That’s great,” Alina 
said, a tight smile on her lips. 


“Tell me we have your blessing,” Zoya urged her, eyes wide, beseeching. “Tell me you think 
it’s good that we’re doing this.” Tell me I’m pretty, tell me I’m good, tell me or I'll just fall 
apart. Alina would always love Zoya, because in a way, Alina was Zoya. 


“Of course you have my blessing,” Alina affirmed. “I think it’s so great, Zoya.” Sarcastic, 
unsarcastic, she found it impossible to identify the truth in her own voice. What difference 
did it make? 


“Good. I was really worried that you’d be kind of bitter, the way you get sometimes,” Zoya 
said with a sort of cringing, sympathetic frown. “But I guess you have Aleks, don’t you?” 


The oysters again, raring to make a reappearance, riding a scalding tide up her throat. “Right. 
I do.” 


Zoya and Mal’s signature cocktail for the evening, the Moya, a cringe-worthy portmanteau, 
had been a potentially poisonous concoction of tequila, macerated strawberry, habanero, and 
St. Germain. Alina had about six of them sloshing in her stomach by the time she judged 
she’d adequately paid her dues, showed a brave face for long enough, endured Zoya’s 
psychological warfare for long enough, and tripped her way out to a taxi. 


She showed up at Aleksander’s building with no clear intentions. A definite direction in 
mind, but nothing crystallized. Trusting in her gut to guide her to the fated end. 


Their conversation at Bergdorf’s had been agonizingly final, and yet, in Alina’s mind, it 
could never be the case that there was no more to say when it came to the two of them. 
Though Aleksander might have expressed exactly how he felt — or how he’d decided to make 
her believe he felt — she felt she had been denied the due opportunity to be heard. What better 
time than now for that expression? 


Alina sidled up to the front desk, to its attendant, George, an older man with a neatly trimmed 
salt and pepper moustache who sat reading a dogged, paperback copy of Gravity’s Rainbow. 
By now, she remembered George well, often lingered by his desk to ask after his Shih Tzu, 
Hattie, a show dog whose professional portrait was framed behind the desk. 


“Sorry, Miss,” George’s face showed genuine regret, as if he were personally invested. “Mr. 
Morozova was very clear. No more unannounced visitors. Even ones he’s cleared before.” 


Especially a particular one he’d cleared before, Alina thought darkly. He had some nerve 
forcing George to turn her away. 


“T can call up to let him know you’re here,” George offered. 
“No,” Alina insisted immediately, firm. “Thank you, though. That’s okay.” 
It was far from okay. Aleksander had been serious. It was over. 


If Alina was totally honest with herself, she had been waiting all along for the other shoe to 
drop, bracing herself for it the entire time they’d known one another, reading into 
Aleksander’s every breath for the pregnant pause before he would open his mouth to say that 
he was done, that their little fiction could go no further. So she was not surprised, not really, 
that he had eventually tired of her. All of her life, people had only ever tolerated her for so 
long. 


What she wasn’t expecting was the way that she would fee/ about it — shipwrecked, 
marooned on an island of her own wretchedness. This feeling, which threatened every 


moment she stood there, cast out of his life, to swallow her whole, could not be allowed to 
consume her this way — she had to find some way to rise above it. But at that moment, she 
couldn't fathom it. So she just went home. 


Alina scarcely had the coordination remaining to pay the taxi fare as the driver idled outside 
her apartment building, scowling impatiently into the rearview. She inserted her credit card, 
mashed buttons carelessly until the beeping stopped, then tumbled out, nearly breaking an 
ankle on the curb. 


A group of young people were on their way out as she came in — they held the front door for 
her, talking and laughing loud, headed out into the glittering night, coasting on liquid wings. 


Something monumental must have changed, in the space of one day, for Alina to no longer 
count herself among them, as a young person herself. She felt her ancientness as a 
tremendous weight in her bones, dragging her ever toward the earth’s center. 


Trying to unlock her apartment door, Alina pawed, drunk and exhausted, through her clutch, 
and realized that her house key wasn’t in it. She turned the bag upside down, her vape, an 
unwrapped cherry Jolly Rancher, a tampon, three loose pills, and an obscene amount of 
crumbs spilling out onto her doormat. But no keys. 


She staggered across the hall to a potted rubber tree, seizing the lip of the pot, trying to heft it 
up, to snatch Genya’s spare out from underneath it. But it was too heavy. Her arms and lower 
back ached with the strain. 


Frustrated, she drew her leg back and booted the planter, hard as she could manage. Her toes 
throbbed distantly within her shoe, the pain barely registering. The pot tipped over, a shower 
of dry potting soil across the hallway carpet, the plant and its tangled mass of roots thunking 
out onto the ground. She felt the same — uprooted, the tenderest parts of her exposed. 


She picked up the key and let herself into Genya’s apartment, which was eerie dark and 
deadly quiet, like a closed down museum exhibit of Genya’s existence. She was, as Alina had 
hoped, staying over at David’s. She would never even know that Alina had slept there. Alina 
would call a locksmith in the morning, or traipse back to the bar to see if she’d dropped her 
key there. 


Alina wrested her shoes from her feet, tipping over as the effort to stand on one foot sent her 
careening, dizzy, to the ground. Practically crawled her way into Genya’s bed, settling in 
under the covers in her party dress, hugging one of the downy plush pillows to her cracked- 
open chest. She remembered thinking briefly, as the waiting embrace of a totally blacked-out 
sleep sucked her under, that she felt tears on her cheeks. 


She woke to harsh light, to startle reflex, at the sound of Genya yanking open the curtains, 
flooding the apartment with midmorning sun. She was still vaguely drunk — the alcohol 
hadn’t had time, yet, to filter from her system. 


“What are you doing here?” Genya asked her, unamused, as if she were some flea-ridden 
stray that had wandered its way in. 


“T lost my key,” Alina explained, voice terribly hoarse, eyes crusted nearly shut with old 
mascara and sleep. She’d drooled some on Genya’s pillow, which she angled purposefully to 
obscure, thinking it wasn’t likely to win her any friend points back. 


“Well, you can take my copy,” Genya offered, voice flat, “I guess I won’t need it anymore.” 


“God, you’re being so melodramatic!” Alina complained, heaving herself upright, using her 
hands, clasped around her head, to keep the bones of her skull from sliding around, colliding, 
tectonic. 


Genya whirled around from the dresser, where she was packing fresh underwear into her 
overnight bag, glaring. She didn’t say a word — the threatening amber flash of her eyes said 
quite enough. 


“Youre really planning to never speak to me again over something this asinine?” Alina 
demanded, hauling her withered carcass up out of the bed to slouch into the kitchen, to pour 
herself a glass of water from the tap, to rehydrate the husk of her person. 


“Tt’s the pattern of behavior, Alina!” Genya argued, yelling after her. 


“Oh my god, you want me to bare my soul?” Alina demanded, bringing her glass of water 
back into the bedroom, gulping it, letting it run down her chin, like a kid drinking greedily 
from a school water fountain, mouth on the spout. “Fine!” she spat, a fine spray. “Aleks 
broke up with me. I told him I loved him, and he didn’t say it back, and then he broke up with 
me because he said he knew I didn’t mean it, and I was too damaged for him to settle down 
with.” 


Genya was silent for a moment, taking this in, then said, plainly, “That checks out.” 
“Fuck you!” Alina said, with feeling, “Forget it, I prefer the cold shoulder.” 


“Alina, come on,” Genya coaxed, “Tell me you invested 110% of yourself in that 
relationship, tell me you were holding nothing back, and then I’ll feel bad for you. Otherwise, 
I get what he means.” So much for worrying about Genya hating Aleksander — she’d never 
even met him, and she was, regardless, solidly in his corner. 


“Well, great. Thank you for your support,” Alina said, deadpan, heading for the door again. 


“You could fix it if you wanted to,” Genya said, shrugging. “Just stop being so stubborn. Tell 
him how you really feel.” 


“How I really feel?” Alina scoffed. “I fucking hate him. He’s a scumbag who was just trying 
to cut and run, but was too much of a pussy to admit it. I could tell him that, but I don’t think 
it would fix anything.” As much as she’d willed it, the hard-shelled protective exterior she’d 

once worn had not redeveloped overnight. But she could simply pretend until it regenerated, 

closing in around the hideously vulnerable parts of her again. 


Genya rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say, babe.” 


“Thanks for the fantastic advice, babe,” Alina retorted, sarcastic, dumping the rest of her 
glass into the sink, setting it out to dry, with all of her spit and her hatred left in imprint on the 
rim. “I’m sure glad I opened up.” 


“You’re such a cunt,” Genya scoffed, amused. 


“So everyone keeps telling me,” Alina said. It had no sting to it, now. From the kitchen 
counter, she pried her spare apartment key from Genya’s ring. It had a hard plastic cover over 
it, shaped like a Hello Kitty head. 


“Hey, do you have anything cute I can borrow for graduation?” Genya called after her. 


This pivot in conversation was the most they would ever voice in the way of reconciliation. 
They’d tired of combat, were laying down their arms for the time being. This was the heart of 
real friendship — no apologies, no real solution, no sap. A silent ceasefire; leaving all 
communication that the fight was over to telepathy. 


“T hate the dress I bought,” Genya elaborated, “It’s kind of giving...business bitch? I just don't 
think that's the vibe I want to go for.” 


“No, I don’t have anything,” Alina said, still surly, though pausing at the front door to 
entertain this other thread. 


“What about that yellow one? The For Love and Lemons one?” Genya asked. 


“No!” Alina yelled back. She’d taken that dress from Zoya’s closet, would not part with it 
easily. 


“T’ll come over in a little bit to peruse, then,” Genya called after her as she stepped out into 
the hall. 


“I’m locking the door,” Alina called back. 


In the stillness of her apartment, the high, warm light of the midmorning sun was streaming 
in across the scratched parquet flooring. There were dishes in the sink and clothes on the 
floor and her bed was unmade - the place she lived, which bore so many impressions of her 
life in it, every corner of it filled up with her, had never felt so empty. Alina pushed aside the 
drapes and raised the blinds, leaned in to feel the warm pane of glass against the flat of her 
palms, the wash of sunlight painted across her face, breathing deep into her belly to ground 
herself. 


In that moment, as all of her insides ached to evacuate, Alina made a decision. 


She decided not to allow this thing with Aleksander to pull her apart; decided his cowardice, 
his unwillingness to just be with her, let alone to love her, would not be allowed to reach 
inside of her and tear out her entrails, string them across the tree tops like a gruesome tinsel. 
She would not define herself by whether or not he needed her back. 


If Aleksander Morozova didn’t want her, then so be it. She would never fucking think of him 
again. She would be the one to erase him from existence. Inside of her mind, it would be 
exactly as if they had never even met. 
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It wasn’t long before the walls of Alina’s apartment again began to contract; a repeated, 
womb-like crushing, like the birth of some assured destruction. This time, the looming, 
hedged-in feeling of the city streets, with all of their brutalist concrete and glass, offered her 
no respite. The only salvation Alina could see was in retreat. 


She rented a Prius from a seedy lot at the city’s edge and drove for hours, accelerating into 
the yawning nothing, where the insects teemed, fuzzing like television static in the swaths of 
road illuminated by the headlights, splattered to an unceremonious end across the windshield, 
many-legged and winged. 


The bugs were drawn in by the agriculture, the fields that stretched to the horizon on either 
side of the road: low, squat row after row of cabbages and strawberry plants, towering groves 
of peach and maple trees, looming stalks of wheat and corn, unidentifiable and many in the 
dark. 


She felt not unlike the insects, on the inside, like she’d been blown apart, reduced to a spray 
of hemolymph, something to be swept away by the pumping time of a windshield wiper. 


Her cellphone was switched off, tossed into the passenger foot well. She was unreachable — 
remote as an island. She intended to stay that way. She ruminated over whether anyone would 
try to get ahold of her, and what their response might be when they failed to. Would they be 
sick with worry, absolutely beside themselves? She savored that thought like hard candy, 
eschewed a grimmer thought, that no one might even notice at all. 


She would miss the final week of classes, the last she would ever take; miss the final, frantic 
information dump of the material they’d moved too slowly to cover; would miss her final 
exams, her graduation. None of it really mattered. The threat of watching these moments sail 
past, of being denied something she’d once fought tooth and nail for, didn’t seem to move her 
now. 


She drove faster than she knew she should, bulling her way through the closed fist of the 
dark, which pressed in at the edge of the headlights, testing the integrity of the beam. She was 
seeking the space to take a breath, knew she’d recognize it when she found it. She opened the 
window to let fresh air into her lungs, was met with the choking stink of fertilizer, of cow 
shit. 


She imagined that she would stumble into a cozy little town and stay forever, settle down 
with a history teacher and a border collie, something horrifically banal, and as the years 
dripped past like melted wax from the taper of her life’s flame, she would forget that she had 
ever lived in New York City at all. Her husband would bring it up over muesli one morning, 
when they were both old and gray, drinking coffee they could barely taste, and she would 
laugh at what an odd dream it had all been. 


This sudden, unthinking exodus was no different than what she’d done in leaving Salt Lake 
City — the unshakable urge to flee, to get into the car and just drive in a single direction, fired 
unstoppable as a bullet down the highway. Only this time it was in the inverse — a westward 
flight rather than an eastward one. 


Time’s recurrence was eternal, and Alina was the serpent chasing its tail, cursed to do all the 
things she’d already done before, infinitely, to unaltered result, reliving all the same pains and 
rare joys in unending return. 


She made it as far as Middle of Nowhere, Ohio before she grew tired of driving, tired in 
general, eyes stinging and bleary as they half-focused on the road. Used the rental car’s GPS 
to navigate to one of the only open businesses in the area, a bar called “the Hut.” 


It was that, exactly — a small, wooden hut, hunched like an old crone before a fire, at the very 
edge of town, the kind of place haunted by hard drinkers and regulars, people who didn’t give 
a damn about lighting, about ambiance. 


Heads turned as if on hinges as Alina pressed up to the bar in her hugely oversized crewneck 
and stretchy black biker shorts, thick gray socks tugged up to her calves, feet stuffed into 
Birkenstock sandals — faces of the ancients, men who may well have been born in the place, 
and who would die in it, short glasses of whiskey joined to their palms, glass and bone 
cleaved together. 


Alina ordered a vodka tonic from the bespectacled bartender, whose cheeks were paunchy 
and pink with rosacea and deeply lined. Pulled herself up onto a stool to drink it. It tasted like 
poison, because it was. She wanted it to. 


No matter what she drank or smoked or took, she never managed to alter her mind as much 
as she needed. But perhaps this time would be different. Perhaps transcendence would put 
itself within her reach tonight. 


There was one TV in the room, propped upon a shelf in the uppermost corner of the bar, a 
relic of a thing, bulky and dusty with a grainy, rounded screen like Coke-bottle glass. It was 
playing a Bobcats game, which Alina stared up at without seeing it, staring until her eyes 
went bleary and the image swam. 


There was a part of her that thought about crying — thought about it in a detached, 
contemplative way, with no phantom, even, of the physical response. It seemed like 
something one might reasonably be excused for doing, in a place such as this, but not 
something for which she could excuse herself. 


“Hey, Pete,” she heard a vaguely tossed-out greeting from the bartender at the opposite end of 
the bar, nearest the door, and the echoed response of, “Hey, brother.” Low, rumbly, male. The 
sound of the top cracking off of a beer, then the prescribed hush, which fell back over the bar 
like a shroud. 


She accepted a refill as it was offered to her, tossed it back and put her head in her hands, 
pressing her palms into her temples. She had a headache, something that lurked behind the 
eyes, expanding, exceeding the space it was contained by. 


Over the low static of sports commentary on the TV, Alina could hear the unmistakable 
clacking sound of billiards balls colliding. A quarter-turn on her stool revealed a pool table, 
two men standing around it in cue-leaning contrapposto, embroiled in what looked to be a 
fairly contentious game. 


When her mind refused to hold up its end of the bargain, in leaving her life in New York 
behind, where it belonged, Alina decided she would simply find another way to distract 
herself. 


“Can I play?” Alina asked, cutting in thusly between the two men, who appeared to be in 
their late twenties, early thirties, maybe, though lives toiling, weather-beaten, faces turned 
towards the sun, had aged them. 


They introduced themselves as Kent and Lance, and they warned Alina against it, but 
acquiesced with a shrug when she insisted on playing with money. Without the incentive, I'll 
never get any better, she had explained. You wanna light your money on fire, that’s your 
business, Lance had replied, dismissive. 


Alina was abysmal, beyond it, and Lance pocketed every ball, handily. “Double or nothing,” 
Alina insisted, slurring a little, slamming more money down onto the table, everything she 
had in her purse, which was everything she’d had in her bank account, cleared out to fund her 
great migration. But she was on a self-destructive bend, doubling down on everything, 
returning to the bar for another drink before the start of the next round. 


“You winning?” the bartender asked her. There was something kind about his face, 
grandfatherly, soft, but nothing so familial in his eyes as he watched her lean heavily against 
the bar. 


“Too soon to tell,” she said; then, “Can I get another vodka tonic?” 


It took mere minutes for Lance’s expression to turn as he watched Alina sink shot after shot, 
her grip on the cue so sure, so practiced all of a sudden. The shit-eating grin that had curled at 
his mouth seeing her stumble over her own feet on her way back to the table from the bar 
melted away, a warped, unpleasant fury drawing back his lips as she sank the final shot. 


She was not so much the drunk, ditzy amateur she had pretended to be. They’d had a pool 
table at her church, up in one of the rec rooms where the youth group congregated while their 
parents discussed godly marriage and tithing, and she’d kicked Christian ass near every 
weekend until she’d stopped attending. Of course they hadn’t let her play for money, then. 
Gambling was a sin. But a little healthy competition was to be expected. 


“You fucking bitch,” Lance snarled, moving to seize her arm as she reached for the fat stack 
of cash. 


“Hey,” a guy at the bar who’d overheard the commotion interrupted, cutting in before the 
tension could climb any higher, “Cool it.” 


“This fucking bitch hustled me,” Lance protested, seething, “Don’t tell me you didn’t see her 
playing like a fucking moron; like she’d never picked up a cue in her life! You saw it, Kent — 


tell him.” 


“What I fuckin’ saw is her winning the game,” the man interrupted what was sure to be a 
winning pantomime of her “playing like a fucking moron” by Kent. “If you’re going to have 
a problem with that, you can fuckin’ leave.” In a wide stance, expression fierce, he stood a 
head taller than Lance, and looked strong, to boot, neck thick, shoulders broad. Alina 
wouldn’t have messed with him. Lance decided against it, as well. 


Lance and Kent left the bar together, grumbling under their breath about what a “fucking 
bitch” Alina was the entire time, trying and failing to slam the door, which was hinged to 
prevent such dramatics. 


“Thanks for the assist,” Alina said, a little sheepish, as her savior settled back onto his stool, 
giving her a curt nod. 


She climbed up onto the stool beside him to drink the remainder of her vodka tonic, counting 
her money, privately pleased with herself. Thinking about how sorry a certain someone 
would have been if Lance had snuffed her out in a bar brawl, wiped her clear off the map. 
What else should he have expected to happen, leaving her so bereft, so guideless? She almost 
wished for something worse. 


Patrons trickled slowly out of the bar as she sat, spiraling into an almost assured blackout. 
She was in that sweet spot, where she could fall into bed, head spinning, and be out within 
minutes, sinking into blissful nothing. But she didn’t have a bed in Ohio; had nowhere, really, 
to go. 


Alina turned to face the man beside her. He was bearded — full and dark, to match his hair, 
which was long and wavy, gelled haphazardly back away from his face. His features were 
harsh — his nose looked like it had been broken before, maybe more than once, a telling 
widening at the bridge. It came off of the bluntness of his forehead like a practical right 
angle. His ears stuck out a curiously endearing amount, like he was a kid who just hadn’t 
grown into them yet. His shoulders were hugely broad, hulking. 


He looked like a brute. Looked like the kind of man Alina would’ve wanted to take her 
around the middle and squeeze, until everything gooey and wretched inside of her flooded its 
way out. She meditated a while on the mental image she constructed of what his cock might 
look like — fat, definitely. Veiny. A wiry nest at its base. The kind of thing that would’ve 
drawn tears to her eyes. 


She could imagine herself beneath a man like that — her body swallowed up beneath his, 
almost obscenely small in contrast, her little bobby-socked ankles over his shoulders... 


She sucked her drink down to the dregs, mouth gone suddenly dry. Flagged for another. 


She searched her mind for something she could say to this man, this attack dog who’d called 
Kent and Lance off of her, something that would let him know she was totally open to his 
invitation. Totally open to losing herself beneath the weight of him, divesting her own heavy- 
heartedness into the human heat of his body. 


Something burbled its way up her throat before she could stop it. “Do I seem loveable?” she 
blurted. She was as stunned by herself as he appeared to be in hearing her so suddenly 
address him. 


He looked over at her, a befuddled bend to his expression, distrustful, his brow low, eyes a 
little threatening, like a predator’s eyes, warning, best to stay away. It was the message in 
every line of his body, the protective hunch of his shoulders, his head bowed over his drink. 
But she was playing at illiterate, refusing to read the signals. 


“Do I seem like a loveable person to you?” she repeated. Now that she’d asked, she needed 
an answer. It was the question standing out at the end of every move she ever made, but she’d 
never been so bold — or stupid — as to actually ask it out loud. “Like someone deserving of 
love?” 


“You seem like you’re very drunk,” he replied. His voice sounded like it hurt; sounded like a 
hail of gravel thrown against a tin roof. His accent had the vague, twanging cadence of a New 
Yorker’s, curiously enough. Or maybe she was only imagining it, some kind of transference. 


“T don’t know where I got the idea, honestly, that I’m this completely unloveable person. But 
it’s like this sourceless, enduring belief I have about myself, that I’m difficult to love — to 
like, even,” she explained. 


He hadn’t asked, but then again, why would he? She wanted him to know, anyway, wanted to 
say it out loud. The space between them was somehow sacred by its very nature, given that it 
was almost certainly the only time they’d ever speak. Who better to share a secret with than 
someone who would never care enough to tell? 


“Honestly, I probably get it from my parents,” Alina shrugged. “Isn’t everything kind of their 
fault?” 


He said nothing. This was okay. She’d more so been talking at him than to him, anyway. 


But she couldn’t really bear the silence, either. It left too much space for other, more 
unpleasant things to grow, fertilized by the quiet, to climb unchecked across her cortex like 
choking vines, cutting grooves into gray matter. “Do you have kids?” she asked him after a 
while. 


He shook his head, bowed over his drink. She could see that a distinct tension tracked up his 
spine and into his shoulders, like he might rather have not engaged with her at all, but 
couldn’t see a polite way out of it. 


“Well don’t,” Alina advised him. “Unless you have a really good fucking reason, which most 
people don’t.” 


His reaction to her counsel was negligible, and yet Alina could sense, somehow, that he was 
listening. So she kept going. 


“You'd think it was a really selfless act, right, to become a parent? But it’s usually the 
opposite,” Alina said. “So many people decide to become parents for selfish reasons, and 


then they end up trying to mold their kids into what they want them to be, not even 
acknowledging that their kids are real people, with their own wants and aversions and 
fucking thoughts. And then when the whole situation doesn’t match up to what they 
imagined, they try to stamp out everything that doesn’t fit ...and then it’s really only a matter 
of time before that kid ends up in the middle of Bumfuck Nowhere, Ohio, drinking a fucking 
gallon of the worst vodka in the world and realizing not one fucking person has ever loved 
them for who they are.” 


Alina’s eyes were stinging, suddenly, something fierce — she tipped back her head, looked 
ceilingward, staring up into the green glass pendant lighting until her corneas went dry, 
throbbed with black spots, the low wattage no less blinding. 


“So just don’t fucking have kids, alright?” Alina summarized, finally. “It’s so much easier 
that way.” 


He was silent for a while, so that Alina almost doubted that he would say anything at all. 


“There comes a point in life when you have to stop letting your shitty parents define your 
sense of self,” he finally spoke. He was gruff but eloquent. Nothing she’d expected. “They 
did as good of a job as they could, or maybe they didn’t. But now you’re the one calling the 
shots. So anything they said, or tried to make you believe about yourself, it doesn’t fucking 
matter anymore. At some point, you just have to decide to let it go.” 


Such a succinct exhortation. Let it go. Perhaps it should have been that easy. 


“They’ ll probably never be who you want them to be, either,” he continued. “That’s just life. 
Everyone wants everyone else to fit some two-dimensional mold inside of their head, but 
that’s not how people are. And for whatever reason, we never fucking learn. We engineer our 
own disappointment that way — no one to blame but ourselves,” he shrugged. 


She was silent for an even longer beat, digesting this, turning it over in the vodka-addled 
wash of her mind, like a stone along a river’s bed. It was solid advice, and yet there was that 
kneejerk compulsion, that itch inside of her to immediately discard it. “For future reference, I 
prefer responses that don’t put the onus on me to change my own behavior,” she said. 


He scoffed into his beer. She smiled back at him, fawning a little, eyes soft. It took so little 
kindness to earn a measure of her adoration. She was turned toward him on her stool, knees 
open, her body language saying so many things that her mouth would not. 


She moved to pull her drink in again and he put out a hand to stop her, saying, “That’s 
probably enough, don’t you think?” 


She thought it was fairly presumptuous of him to offer his opinion on her drinking, to treat 
her like some rambling, embarrassing drunk when she was under the impression that they’d 
just shared some kind of moment. 


She stood from her stool abruptly, as though she’d square off against him, try to take her 
drink back, the way she might have with anyone else; with a certain other person. But with 
this man in particular, neither option truly appealed, especially as his gaze rolled up to her, 


eyes dark, challenging. Instead, she decided she’d leave, tossing down a few of the bills from 
her winnings to cover her tab. 


She burst outside, puffing mad, burning hot, instantly chilled. “Don’t fucking follow me,” 
Alina snarled at the man as he caught the door at her heels and exited the bar behind her, 
silent as a shadow. She folded her arms in over her chest to hold in the boozy warmth as she 
stalked toward her rental car. 


“You can’t drive like that, kid,” he called after her from the curb as she stumbled off of it. 


She stalked toward him, thinking she might try to deck him anyway, despite what she thought 
about her chances, but pressed flush against him instead, standing up on her toes to push her 
mouth against his, trying to breathe life into something that had never even grown lungs. She 
braced herself against his chest, feeling the firm ridges of his musculature beneath her palm. 
He pulled decidedly away, expression closed off, severe. 


“Am I fucking disgusting or something?” Alina demanded, stepping away from him, stung 
but not exactly surprised. He was like a stone wall — there had never been any give in him. “I 
feel like I used to do okay. I mean, that male model I met one time wanted no part of me, but 
I have a strong suspicion he was batting for the other team.” If she couldn’t even get 
someone’s blue collar uncle to fuck her at the seediest bar in the literal belly button of the 
United States, she really didn’t have it, the indefinable, essential it. The only thing she’d ever 
really been certain that she had, that could not be taken from her. 


“You’re wasted, it’s late, I’m too old for you,” he explained, summarizing thusly the reasons 
why he would not engage any further physically, an infuriating list. 


Her wounded pout remained in place. In Alina’s view, sex had nothing to do with reason — 
especially the kind she was after; sordid, mind-numbing. 


“Do you have somewhere to go?” 


No. She belonged nowhere and with no one, in a world where affiliation was everything. She 
was adrift on open sea, miles in every direction, no life boats in sight. “I'll just sleep it off in 
the backseat,” she sighed. 


“You can’t do that,” he said, concern furrowing his brow. “Come on, give me your keys. Ill 
drive you to the motel just down the road. I can walk back.” 


She dropped the keys into his outstretched hand. Perhaps he was only being coy. Perhaps he 
wanted to get her back to a motel room before engaging in anything exceeding a PG rating. 
She was game to find out. 


Mystifyingly enough, it turned out he’d meant exactly what he said, as he helped her put 
down her card to secure a motel room, then said goodbye and good luck as he stood outside 
of it, refusing to tread any further. It was an unexpected end, felt somewhat unfinished, and 
she stared down the hallway after him for a while, wondering how it was she’d come to feel 
that her body was the one sure thing she had to offer, was the inevitable end to every 
interaction, like some lurid punctuation. 


She had to turn away from that thought, had to simply close the door. 


The motel was sort of a seedy place, the room overlaid with a definite film of grime that had 
much more to do with the age of the place than its uncleanliness or upkeep. She didn’t really 
even want to lay down on the bed, but after a thorough investigation of the mattress turned up 
no sign of bedbugs, she allowed herself to pull back the coverlet and slot herself stiffly in, 
still wearing all of her clothes. 


Tears pinched at the back of her eyes as she lay there, the room still awash in side table 
lamplight. She ached with longing, for both named and unnamable things. Suffocated by that 
longing, which threatened at every moment to corrode her to the bones, to seal her throat, she 
dropped down into a restless sleep. 


In the morning, the sun cut in through the blinds, and in the light of day, there was only the 
piquant burn of embarrassment, of remorse. Thank god she would never see that guy from 
the bar again. Desperate didn’t even begin to explain her flinging herself at him like she had. 
The neediness was something that had been drawn out of her unwilling, that lingered like a 
curse. Such an unforgivable weakness, to need and keep needing. 


She checked out of the motel room and poured herself a spluttering, stale cup of the worst 
coffee she’d ever tasted from a carafe in the lobby, then got in the car and started the drive 
back to the city. There was no real pause for deliberation, no sweeping, cinematic moment 
where she suddenly wrenched the wheel and turned the car around. It was simply time. She 
hadn’t found what she was looking for after all, and doubted very much that she would. 


It was the truest thing she’d ever heard, that no matter where she went, there she was. 


“Governments need to ensure that the taxable profits of MNEs are not artificially shifted out 
of their jurisdiction and that tax base reported by MNEs in country reflects economic activity 
undertaken therein...” 


What in the actual fuck does that even mean...? 


Alina turned back to the open Word Document of her class notes, a semester-long missive 
composed of odd dashes and bullet points, inscrutable snippets of information she’d always 
had the best intentions of returning to and revising into an illuminating order. 


Now, only hours before the final exam, she found herself embroiled in desperate bid to 
embellish the outline she’d pulled off the Student Bar Association’s Google Drive with her 
own notes, supplementing with additional detail on cases she wouldn’t remember offhand in 
the chaotic furor of the exam. 


It was too late for memorizing, or true understanding — her greatest hope, now, was to copy 
down something coherent that she could regurgitate into a short essay and score a few points 
for. 


“Jesus, you look like hell,” Zoya commented as she approached out of the stacks, chewing on 
the green straw of an iced coffee — no cream, no sugar, her mind fixed solidly on the line of 
her body in a bridal gown — sliding the nitro cold brew Alina had requested across the library 
table to her. 


Zoya had already printed out her outline for the exam, color-coded it with a full rainbow’s 
array of highlighters and sticky tabs, started paging casually through it as she sat down across 
from Alina, legs primly crossed. 


“Thanks,” Alina said, both for the coffee and the compliment. 


She didn’t totally disagree with Zoya’s evaluation; her only qualm was with the spirit of it. In 
truth, she’d seen her own face in the bathroom mirror earlier and been quite frightened. 


To say that her skin was sallow was an understatement — it looked thin and waxy, like you 
could draw a thumb across her forehead and leave behind a groove. The negative space 
beneath her eyes, sunken and purpled, gave her the look of a hard drug user. Her hair was 
scraped back into a harsh bun at the back of her head that pulled at the edges of her scalp. 
There was nothing sleek about it. She was the anti-chic. 


She hadn’t slept in literal days, the insomniac static just setting in, making everything feel 
and appear to her like a distant image of another image. She was running off of Adderall and 
espresso, practically mainlining both, taking advantage of the library’s extended hours, 
planting her ass at the same exact table in the same exact chair each day, commandeering the 
space with a brute, colonizing force, scaring away talkers and loud chewers with a viciously 
pointed stare. 


She’d soldiered through the week in practical pieces, and now all she had to do was make it 
through one remaining final exam. And then the literal rest of her life. But she would start 
with just the exam, capable of setting her sights only so far ahead. When she allowed her 
mind to wander to the rest, her fingertips started to tingle, a numbness that tracked up her 
arms, her chest and throat tightening, making her focus so unnaturally on her breathing that it 
threatened to cut off altogether. 


“Genya told me you and Aleksander broke things off,” Zoya said, watching Alina with a rapt 
focus, navy eyes placid, still as nighttime waters. She might as well have tied on a bib, sat 
across from Alina with a knife and fork in hand, poised to devour the flood of anguish Alina 
would’ve rather died than undam for her, spearing up the darting fish of her misery. 


Alina bristled, hackles raising like she was shifting into wolf form, canines sharpening — if 
she parted her lips at all, a threatening growl might rumble between her teeth, unbidden. 
“Yeah,” she managed to confirm in a jagged breath. 


“Such a bummer,” Zoya frowned, shaking her head, performing a regret it was almost certain 
she didn’t feel. “You know, I honestly thought you two were such a great couple. But I 
thought Nikolai and Lara were great together, too, and look what happened to them.” 


Alina looked up. She wasn’t interested, per se, in talking about herself and Aleksander. But 
nor was she a particular fan of any correlation being drawn between what they’d had and 


Nikolai and Lara’s involvement, a connection that had been so painfully contrived to begin 
with. “What happened?” she asked, nonetheless. 


“Oh, I thought Nikolai might’ve mentioned it to you. You two always seemed so close. They 
broke up recently, too,” Zoya explained. 


“T didn’t know they were even still dating,” Alina said. Lara hadn’t seemed particularly taken 
with Nikolai at Baghra’s party — Alina had gotten the impression that she would not willingly 
have committed herself to a more formal involvement. Then again, often it was easy to fall 
into such a thing unknowingly, to not even feel the falling. 


“Yeah, I kind of thought they were going to get hitched, but guess not,” Zoya said with a 
shrug. “Maybe she and Aleks got back together. I always kind of suspected they would.” 


A thousand times over, inside of her head, Alina pictured herself decking Zoya; a hologram- 
like image — lunging across the library table and delivering a stinging haymaker to that 
ungodly evil, cruelly architected cheek. She knew she would have to satisfy herself with the 
mental image alone. It fell decidedly short. 


“Maybe,” Alina said, forcing the word through the furious clench of gritted teeth, biting it 
out. 


“T think that some people just never truly get over each other, you know?” Zoya opined, 
paying no mind to the death grip Alina had on the edge of the library table, nails biting deep 
grooves into the wood. “Like me and Mal — no matter how many different people we were 
with, we were drawn back to each other every time.” 


Ah yes, Zoya and Mal — the ultimate illustration of the measured hand of fate. 


As the first hour of the three-hour final exam wore out, the clock’s minute-hand stuck in a 
dizzying tailspin, Alina sat staring into the void. All around her, the frenzy of typing rose like 
a tempest, the din of fingertips striking keys encapsulating the airspace, a solid bubble of 
sound. 


Despite her central location in the lecture hall, Alina sat apart from the squall, inside of an 
eerie, unnatural stillness, ears ringing with the deafening quiet inside her mind. 


The Adderall she had taken before entering the exam room had kicked in quickly, dissolving 
fast in the inhospitable, caustic roil of her stomach, and it did its job, forcing her to focus, 
offering her the pharmaceutical blinders she was after. But it was far from a perfect drug, in 
that it wasn’t particularly specific about what she focused on, just that she focus on it to the 
point of near madness. 


It was for this reason that she spent a significant stretch of her allotted time staring at the 
back of one of her classmates’ heads, coherent thought deconstructed to white noise hush. 
Her gaze traced the very center of his pate, a cowlick like a spiral which intersected male 


pattern baldness, a tuft of duck fuzz unraveling to shiny-scalped nothing. Such an interesting 
betrayal of the body, the inability to grow hair. 


When she finally managed to wrench her focus free of this follicular map, her gaze 
magnetized again, rightly, to her laptop screen, she ground immediately into gear, churning 
out short essay responses with a furious typing speed that cramped up her knuckles, words 
tracking across the page of the exam software like marching black ants, faster, almost, than 
her eyes could track. 


She hadn’t the time left for eloquence or proper spelling, purging free a literal fuckload of 
nonsense, sending up a desperate prayer that most of what she wrote was responsive to the 
call of the question, and above all, that most of her classmates were even greater morons than 
she, since the class was graded on a curve. 


It felt as if Alina blinked, finally allowing her stinging eyes the momentary respite, and the 
time was immediately called by the proctor. The typing stopped in laughable concert, a 
deadly silent hush falling over the room like a shroud, trapping in the collective, sharp spike 
in anxiety; the mounting uncertainty about whether each question had been answered 
satisfactorily, if any points had been missed. Alina was not particularly enthusiastic about 
what she had produced, but it seemed she was not the only one. 


Even in better organized, less sleep-deprived times, Alina never had the faintest clue how 
she’d fared on an exam until grades were released weeks later. It was in the very nature of a 
law school exam’s format — she had no way of knowing what she didn’t know. Anyway, there 
was no going back now, no opportunity for fixing any of the mistakes she’d made. It was 
over — another end. She was collecting them like pearls now, stringing them onto a necklace 
that she wore like a noose. 


The school-sponsored end of year party wasn’t for another few days, yet. But a small group 
of Alina’s classmates, who, too, left the exam room with shell-shocked, faraway eyes, 
couldn’t hold off on a more instant gratification, a little revelry. They crossed the street in a 
chatty, giddy gaggle, crowding into a bar across from campus, finally taking the collective 
breath they’d been holding off for the past week over a few rounds of beers. 


They talked about getting started on their bar preparations, the consensus being that the real 
studying would begin the week after the graduation ceremony; talked about which courses 
they were taking, the statistical measure of pass vs. fail that went into the choosing; talked at 
length about their bar trip destinations after the test, many of them booking flights out the 
very same night. 


Funny, how Alina had never given it conscious thought, but had nonetheless held it in her 
mind like some spoken promise, that her bar trip would be spent somewhere abroad with 
Aleksander. 


As the midnight hours dragged on, the group dispersed, until Alina was the only soul left 
behind, standing out on the curb outside the bar waiting for a cab, though not actively hailing 
one, smoking a cigarette, which was something she never did, and which she could not, for 
the life of her, remember where she’d gotten. 


Her cellphone was a weapon in hand, and she found Lara’s gallery on Google Maps with a 
sharp-shooter’s precision, pinching the screen in closer and closer with the two fingers not 
holding onto the lit cigarette, zooming in as tightly as she could before summoning up a 
street view, staring into her phone with an undue intensity, as though it were offering her a 
live image, a portal through which she could stare in the gallery windows and determine if he 
was with her, if they were currently entwined. 


It offered no such thing. In fact, a delivery truck must have been parked before the building 
on the day the Google Maps car rolled through, snapping its invasive little images. The name 
of the gallery was obscured, so that it could’ve been any business, in any part of the world, 
that she was staring at like it held every answer to every question she was asking herself in 
the dark and overwhelming quiet of her mind. 


There was a phone number on the page, offering her the option to call the gallery. Such a 
dangerous proposal, almost mocking, those four little letters, like a dare: call. Her thumb 
tapped it — a practically involuntary movement. She would blame faulty reflexes if it came to 
that. 


She raised her phone to her ear, nearly burning free a hank of her hair with the lit cherry of 
her cigarette, and listened to the ring for longer than she should have, given that she had 
exactly no clue what she would say if someone actually answered. 


The call went to voicemail, and after the beep, instead of hanging up, incredibly, Alina started 
talking, “Hi, Lara. I was just calling to tell you that you’re a fucking traitor,” she began; a 
strong start. “I guess all of this girl power, drunk girl in a bathroom, fucking feminist rhetoric 
bullshit goes straight out the fucking window when a hot enough guy is interested, doesn’t it? 
You’re happy for us until you’re happier for yourself when you get to steal him from me, 
right?” she demanded, a lunatic’s raving, a kind of warped performance art — angry girl on 
cell phone. 


“Best of fucking luck with him, honestly. Try to keep the chase interesting for as long as you 
can — that’s my advice. It’s probably where you went wrong last time. You kind of seem like 
the type, no offense — a little too keen, as they say,” in the end, it had been her own fatal 
mistake, hadn’t it? Just the same. She was a constant perpetrator of this — pointing out in 
others what most infuriated her about herself. 


“You know, I actually thought you were cool,” she was scoffing at herself, at her own 
foolishness, constantly astounded by it. “But I’m beginning to realize I’m a really awful 
judge of character,” her throat started to burn as she said this, that awful tightness just before 
tears that felt like a ligature around the esophagus, wrenching tighter and tighter. “Okay, I 
should hang up now. Post-modern art is still fucking awful. I stand by that. Fuck you. Bye.” 


With an uneasy satisfaction, she tossed out the cigarette, watching the glowing point of it sail 
out into the street, descend into the gutter, and hailed a cab. 


Nikolai came outside when she arrived, summoned downstairs to pay her cab fare, which he 
did without argument. There was almost nothing Alina liked more in a man. She kissed him 


in the elevator and he told her she tasted like an ashtray, nose wrinkled, an expression ironed 
free in an instant as she slid her palm up the inside of his thigh, taking him in her hand 
through the fabric of the pretentious Vuori joggers he wore. 


Then they were in his bedroom, and it was dark, and he was pulling Alina in close, chuckling 
as She tripped over her feet, bumping more forcefully into him. She kissed him, or aimed to, 
but would surely have missed his mouth had he not taken her chin in his hand, holding her 
steady to slant his lips against hers. She burned like a closed circuit in his arms as he led her 
toward the bed. 


Then they were horizontal, and he was on top of her, her head spinning, a whirling, awful 
vertigo that doubled in the dark of the room, his hands scaling her body, alternately squeezing 
and gliding over the contours of it, stroking, touching her everywhere, anywhere he could 
reach, a blind identification as she shimmered at the edges as if she would disappear. He 
hooked fingers into the waistband of her leggings and peeled her out of them, yanking harder 
as they got caught up around her ankles. 


“These are cute,” he commented, crawling back over her, pausing to press a kiss to the front 
of the panties she was wearing, which had tiny printed daisies on them. 


She gathered up a handful of his shirt at the neckline, used it to tow him back up to mouth 
level, to kiss him hard before she vanished altogether. 


“Roll over,” Alina insisted, slurry, pushing ineffectually at his shoulder, her knee hiked up at 
his waist as she attempted to push him over onto his back. As it was, he was crushing all the 
air out of her, chest flush to hers, so that she feared she’d suffocate beneath him. She was 
nauseous enough as it was. 


Chuckling, he allowed her to switch positions, slinging her leg across to straddle his waist. 
She lost her balance, though, and would almost certainly have gone careening off of the edge 
of the bed, of the Earth, had he not steadied her, fingers gripping hard around her thighs, 
laughing. She laughed too, tossing her hair back over her shoulder and ducking to kiss him, 
depth perception off, noses nearly colliding. She felt unmoored, totally cast out to sea. 


She ground her hips down into his lap hard as they kissed, lips and teeth and tongues, a 
sickening, vicious clashing, a contrasting assertion of need. But Alina felt little to nothing, 
numb, the supernova heat of her body circulating everywhere but the place she would’ve 
liked it most. She could scarcely catch her breath, still, even without his weight on top of her. 


He reached down to shimmy free of the joggers, was wearing them without underwear, so 
that he was immediately too close, the hard line of his cock firm against her, a scalding 
imposition between her thighs. 


A wave of dizziness crested, overwhelming, and Alina tried to jerk back out of his grip 
around the meat of her thighs, but he only reseated her, more firmly now, pulling her in flush, 
probably thinking she was only losing her balance again. 


“Stop,” Alina managed eventually, casting her body backward with enough force to send her 
crashing to the bedroom floor, catching herself on her elbow, which cracked into the 


hardwood, a sickeningly sharp impact, a crunch, followed by a shooting lance of pain. 


“What the fuck, Alina?” Nikolai groused from above her, peering over the edge of the bed, 
recapturing his breath. “You alright?” he asked, almost begrudgingly. 


“Fine,” Alina said, though she felt sick, felt like her chest would collapse. She clambered 
back onto the mattress, crawling over him, aiming to reinitiate, thinking the repulsion had 
been a fluke. Her elbow throbbed with a distinctly wrong edge. 


Nikolai held her off of him, slightly, stroking his hands through her hair, but using it as a 
guide to tilt her head, to direct her gaze into his. 


“Where’s Morozova tonight? He won’t be upset that you’re here?” Nikolai asked. There was 
a cruel intellect behind his eyes, behind the inquiry, a knowing. 


“Why the fuck are you talking about him right now?” Alina rolled her eyes, burying her face 
in the crook of his neck to kiss him there. 


“No, seriously,” Nikolai insisted, pressing back on her shoulder, gently, insisting on a greater 
distance until she gave the answer he was looking for. 


“We broke up,” Alina replied. The words tasted poisonous, bitter. She spat them out. 
Everyone needed to know, then, how she’d been pulled apart? Everyone needed to feed on 
her pain until she had nothing left of it, even, to comfort her? 


“Right. Guess I should’ve figured that,” there was a distinctly bitter edge to Nikolai’s voice 
now, a chill in his eyes as he regarded her in the dark pall of his bedroom that hadn’t been 
there before. “Is that what this is for you? You use me as a way to punish him? To punish 
yourself?” 


Alina just gawked at him, incapable of answering. 


“Yeah, I thought so,” he said with an unfriendly, percussive scoff. “I’m not interested, Alina. 
If this was just a little fun between two consenting adults, then it wouldn’t be a problem. But 
there’s so much other fucked up shit going on here, it’s not even worth it,” he decided, 
shirking her off of him to stand, to pull his joggers back on. It was difficult to act superior, 
really, when you were wearing just a t-shirt, bottomless. “You have to get your fucking act 
together, Alina, and stop fucking around. It’s not cute anymore. I think I should just drive you 
home.” 


“Are you fucking kidding me?” She demanded, clutching at her wounded elbow, which had 
started to throb. “You never seemed to have a problem with it before!” 


“Look, you and I will work together because we have to, but I don’t have to like you, and I 
don’t have to let you fuck me to get back at him,” he replied, firm. “It’s done. I’m done.” 


She stared after him, jaw slack, as he collected his wallet and keys from a cut crystal dish 
atop his dresser. Even he had grown tired of her in the end. 


“Let’s go,” he said. “I’d call you an Uber, but you’re in such a fucking state, I can’t in good 
conscience leave you alone with a stranger.” 


Because of what they might do to her, or because of what she might to do them? Alina had to 
wonder. 


The drive back to her apartment was tense, a rigid silence climbing between them, 
impenetrable as stone. She felt strangely like she might have owed him some kind of apology, 
but she couldn’t fathom it. Mightn’t he have owed her the same? How many of his intentions, 
after all, had been pure? His moral high ground was like a mole hill. 


They were about halfway back to Alina’s apartment when she heard it, the siren, its sound 
penetrating straight through the low monotonous drone of NPR on the radio. As she looked 
up, she could see the strobe of the lights, too, the oscillating red and blue, reflected in the 
rearview mirror. 


Funny, it hadn’t felt at all like Nikolai was speeding. Perhaps his tags were out of date. 


Nikolai negotiated his car over onto what little shoulder there was, cursing, reaching into the 
glove compartment for his registration as he pulled to a stop. 


The cop came to the window with a flashlight, shined it in at them as he took Nikolai’s 
documents and asked, “Where are you two headed?” 


“I’m sorry, officer, what are we being pulled over for?” Nikolai asked, brusque. Rejecting a 
cop’s prying small talk — a move very few could make in confidence. 


“You were speeding, and you switched lanes without signaling.” 
“No, I don’t think I did,” he disagreed. 


“T’m going to need you both to step out of the car, please, while I run these,” the cop 
announced. “My partner and I will need to conduct a search of the vehicle.” 


A search? That didn’t seem standard. Were they driving unknowingly through a high drug- 
trafficking area, or was that all the city was composed of, at this point, in patchwork? Still, 
the officer would’ve needed more than a sketchy location for probable cause. 


“Excuse me?” Nikolai scoffed, putting his hand out to stop Alina, who was already reaching 
for her seatbelt, hands shaky. At her current level of intoxication, following direct orders was 
the most she could manage. “I’m an attorney — I know you have no right to search. I do not 
consent to a search of my vehicle.” 


Magic words, they should have been, invoking a whole host of legal protection. But the cop 
only shook his head. 


“T saw furtive movements when I was pulling you over, like you were hiding something — 
that’s probable cause to search, Mr. Attorney,” the cop announced with an infuriating 
haughtiness. He was so getting off on asserting his power, meaty head full of toxic, grandiose 


delusion. “Now step out of the vehicle, please. Let’s not make this more difficult than it needs 
to be.” 


Whether “furtive movements” alone would be enough to justify a search in this case was a 
question Alina had no doubt would be hotly contested in court, if they made it out of this. But 
in that very moment, attorneys or not, they were both powerless to do anything but stand 
aside, to sit down on the curb as directed, ankles crossed, while two officers searched the car. 


It took almost no time, almost like they knew exactly where to look. It was something out of 
the strangest, most impossible dream, the scene before them, colored in alternating flashes of 
blue and red, as the officer with the obscenely thick neck, who’d pulled them over to begin 
with, produced a small baggie of white powder from the pocket of the driver’s side door. 


Alina felt distinctly like she might piss herself, lose control of her bladder altogether in the 
tense throng of stony-faced NYPD. Her guts sank like rocks, chucked into internal waters, 
descending fathoms deep. She was about to be arrested. She was going to jail. Nikolai was a 
fucking cokehead, and they were both about to be charged with possession, all because he 
was stupid enough to keep his stash in his car; all because he hadn’t the sense not to make 
any furtive movements when getting pulled over by the cops. 


It all had the distinct taste of unreality, like a wild, substance-fueled nightmare. The kind of 
face-melting, hellish trip that made you vow to go straight, to eschew all experimentation for 
good. Her fingernails bit into the meat of her palms, sharp, until they drew blood, but she still 
didn’t wake. 


There was no coming back from this, from a criminal record. This was no rescinded 
scholarship, no slap on the wrist from the Dean. Her bar application would be denied in an 
instant, her character and fitness for the profession decidedly, hideously tarnished. It would 
all be for nothing. The JD she’d given so much of herself to get would be nothing more than 
a piece of paper. 


She turned to look at Nikolai, eyes feral with dread, searching him for an answer, for some 
way out of this. 


In the overhead light of the streetlamps, his skin had taken on a distinctly grayish hue. 
Something in the wild, panicked spiral of his expression told Alina that he was telling the 
truth when he exclaimed that the drugs weren’t his. No one was that good of an actor — his 
horror and disbelief were so palpable, one could almost taste the stale, sour tone of them on 
the air. 


But how in god’s name did the drugs get there? People weren’t typically in the business of 
misplacing baggies of coke in other people’s cars, in Alina’s somewhat storied experience. It 
seemed far likelier that they were his and he’d just forgotten he’d left them there. For 
whatever reason, regardless of the likelihood of this explanation, Alina still couldn’t manage 
to convince herself of it. There was some other force at work - Alina could feel it. 


Everything that happened next seemed to occur in the space of only a moment; a moment that 
stretched itself out to an eternity, thinner and thinner — Nikolai was hauled to his feet and 
cuffed, steered away from her, into the back of a patrol car, asserting all the while that he was 


invoking his Fifth Amendment right to stay silent, his Sixth Amendment right to counsel, 
listing off constitutional amendments like he was putting up protective wards around himself, 
a sage smudging. 


When one of the six NYPD officers that had collected around the scene, like roaches 
cloistering around a dirty plate left in a sink, turned to Alina and asked her if she had a way 
home, she realized she was not being charged, and her stunned disbelief almost rivaled 
Nikolai’s. 


The drugs hadn’t even been within her reach, so it was unlikely that any charge levied against 
her would’ve stuck, but still...cops tended to charge first, ask questions never. Injustice never 
came as any surprise. 


Unwilling to look a gift horse in the mouth, Alina simply nodded mutely, afraid that if she 
spoke she would expose her own — now quite public — intoxication. They turned away from 
her without further question, leaving her free to flee the scene, to slink her way down onto 
the subway, her breath still coming in tight, anaphylactic pants as she slipped between the 
closing doors of a train headed in the direction of home. 


She felt like a rat that had escaped a trap, felt like she’d looked her own ruin in the eye yet 
again and evaded it somehow. Dumb luck — her only salvation. Had the baggie been in the 
center console, a far more reasonable place, she’d be in cuffs now, too. She felt the trapped 
bubbling of a laugh building in her chest, something she refused to loose, for fear that it 
would devolve, quickly, into a sob. It probably wouldn’t have drawn all that much attention - 
crying on public transportation was about the most understandable thing one could do - but 
she wasn’t sure she had the energy for it. 


Head in her hands, Alina sat, awaiting her stop, trying to breathe evenly. Too successful, she 
must have nodded off, her body shutting itself down in the onslaught of adrenaline and 
cortisol, overwhelmed, exhausted — she woke to someone kicking at her foot, trying to get her 
attention. 


She raised her head up to see that a very old woman stood before her, a cart laden down with 
groceries in tow and Alina’ cellphone in her outstretched hand. It must have dropped out of 
Alina s lap when she fell asleep. The fact that it hadnt been immediately snatched up and 
spirited away defied explanation. Dumb luck. The absolute dumbest. 


“Thank you,” Alina said, taking it back from her. 


“You should be more careful,” the woman chastised her, her voice ancient, brittle, but 
deceptively forceful. “What would your mother say if she saw you like this? Foolish girl.” 
She shook her head at Alina and got off at the next stop, elbowing her slow but inevitable 
way through the crowd that tried to push its way onto the train before she was off of it, 
determined as a tortoise. 


Alina felt a tickle on her cheek and brushed it away with the back of her hand, feeling a 
streak of moisture as she did. A tear. 


As she approached her stop, standing by the doors, staring into her own vacant eyes in its 
scratched up, graffitied window, she, too, was disgusted by what she saw — she was an echo 
of a person, ephemeral as a ghost, passing through lives, a phantom that left no mark upon 
the things she’d touched, though they shredded her apart. 


It was time now, really time, to get her shit together. This was the lowest she could bear to go. 
Any lower, and she might never find her way back to the sun. 


Alina considered not attending the end of year party, fully afraid of herself, of the uneasy grip 
of her self-control, which slipped from the slackness of her fingers any time she turned her 
eye from it; but in the end, she knew that self-denial was not the surest road up out of 
destruction. Instead, Alina matched every drink she ordered with a diet Coke with lime. 
Moderation. An uneasy balance she was still trying to find. 


There was a certain melancholy in the celebration — a blue-gray edge to the merriment, 
sinking inside of Alina like a moon, heavy, extinguishing itself in the sea of her conflict. 
After all, this was the last time, maybe ever, that she and her friends would go out like this; 
that they would feel untethered like this, free of real life’s burdens. 


Alina recognized, in this moment, that she had built up an entire insular universe for herself 
at school, her own little microcosm of a life, and it was burning to the ground, now, right 
before her eyes, in brilliant flashes of strobe light. What would be left of her in the ashes 
when the smoke of it cleared? 


Everyone she was there with, clustered onto the dance floor with, cheers-ing and downing 
drinks with, was involved. They all had lives of their own, were graduating and going on to 
bigger things, totally prepared to live out the dream careers they’d paid so handsomely for. 


Alina felt like she alone was leaving law school unsure why she’d wanted any of it to begin 
with. None of her supposed accomplishments felt like much of anything to her anymore — 
tarnished trophies, gathering with dust on some already forgotten shelf inside of her. 


Empty. No matter what she tried to fill herself with, she was always so fucking empty. 


“I’m pretty sure he’s going to propose on the bar trip, when we’re in Greece, visiting his 
family,” Genya said as they clustered around a bathroom sink together, fixing their makeup, 
wiping off the smudges of mascara they’d sweated free. “I saw that he used the Amazon 
account to buy a ring vice, and he’s been spending a lot of time in his workshop lately.” 


“He’s making your engagement ring?” Zoya demanded, candy lips ajar in a disbelieving pout, 
lip gloss wand hovering, the cruel fire of envy flickering in her eyes, “I had to te//] Mal which 
ring to buy me.” 


Genya shrugged, totally nonchalant, though there was a gloating, pleased glimmer in her eyes 
and flirting around the fullness of her lips as she coaxed volume into her sweat-limpened hair 
with her fingers. 


“You deserve it, but I fucking hate you,” Zoya pronounced, dropping her lip gloss back into 
her clutch and flouncing out of the bathroom on that very accurate, very honest note. 


“So, have you gotten your period yet?” Genya turned to ask Alina, once they were alone 
together. 


Alina shook her head. “But it’s not like it’s ever been regular,” she qualified, shrugging. “Not 
since I got my IUD, which very well may still be up there — Google said it could still be in 
place, but the strings just got sucked up inside.” It was another thing she wasn’t willing to 
confront, but she’d made the mistake of mentioning it to Genya, who wasn’t giving her the 
option. 


“Are you planning to take a test at some point, or are you just going to do the toilet baby 
thing in nine months?” Genya asked her, arching a skeptical brow. 


“T can’t do it,” Alina said, firm. At the very mention, anaphylaxis threatened to set in, her 
throat itchy. 


“Go piss in this cup,” Genya offered, sucking down the dregs of her gin and tonic and 
holding out her plastic drink cup for the purpose of sample collection. “I'll go buy a test and 
let you know.” 


Alina rolled her eyes, eschewing the offered cup with a wave of her hand. 


“Look, all I’m saying is, I am not helping you raise the thing, so I would plan accordingly if I 
were you,” Genya warned her. 


Back in the bar, though she wasn’t ready, Alina felt compelled to turn down another round of 
drinks, to assert that she needed to get home. There was something foo pathetic about being 
the last lingering person in the group, clinging on to something that had already fizzled out, 
holding onto that live wire of desperation with an unyielding grip. She had been that person 
too many times before. 


And as Genya had pointed out, avoiding the inevitable was only a viable solution for so long. 


Alina stopped by a CVS on the way home and browsed the aisles for a wandering while 
before she mustered the nerve to pluck a pregnancy test from the shelf. She didn’t feel as if 
she could just buy a pregnancy test — too exposing, too real — so she picked up a blue yerba 
mate, a bottle of purple glitter nail polish, and a tube of men’s deodorant that smelled like a 
pine forest, added them to her cache of items as well. 


Passing by a mirror on the side of a rotating sunglasses display, she cupped her belly 
thoughtfully, low, staring at the image for too long, bowing her back exaggeratedly. Turned 
decidedly away, rolling her eyes at herself. 


She grabbed a watermelon Ring Pop from a plastic bin of candy that had been set out at the 
checkout counter for temptation’s sake, added it to her collection of purchases. The cashier 
gave her a sympathetic look as she rang up the First Response box, an almost frown. Her 
eyes were kind, but the gesture, somehow, not. Alina tried not to take offense. 


Back in her apartment, Alina dumped her plastic-bagged boon into the bathroom sink, fishing 
out the nail polish first, most importantly, dropping the needle on a slow record and taking 
the time to paint her nails with a painstaking precision, allowing time for each coat to dry, the 
toxic fume of the polish wafting, strangely appealing, in the compactness of her bathroom, a 
heady, chemical rush. 


Once she was done, there was no more avoiding it. She struggled with still-wet nails to shred 
open the cursed pink box, tear the test free of its packaging with her teeth. She didn’t bother 
to read the instructions — she got the gist of it. Pee on the thing and wait for the ceiling to 
cave in. 


Trying not to smudge her nails, she shimmied her underwear down to her ankles — they 
dropped to the bathroom tile, and smeared in the gusset was a telltale, rusty red-brown. A 
sight she’d been hoping to see every time she pulled down her pants for the past few weeks. 
Her gut seized, sharp. Thank god. Thank fucking god. 


She grabbed her phone from the edge of the bathroom sink, snapped a picture of the sacred 
wreckage and sent it to Genya, who responded with about sixteen party hat-wearing emojis 
blowing party horns, expelling colorful confetti. 


Relief and misery were twin flames burning up inside of Alina’s body, licking at the insides 
of her ribs, consuming the wet massacre of her internal organs to ash. When the latter rose up 


to blot out absolutely everything, obscuring even the stars, Alina darkened her room and fell 
into bed, clutching around her broken middle, willing the ache to abate. 
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For three whole days, Alina drifted in and out of sleep, taking drowsy gulps from a bottle of 
ZzzQuil on her nightstand when her body pulled her unwilling to the waking surface. 
Beneath the waves was a nebulous place of rounded edges; a bleary, quiet space where she 
was alone, but where the pain of the loneliness could not touch her, passing through her like 
smoke. 


The sun streamed in the windows, crawled its way across her in bed and back out again, and 
she paid no mind to any of it. Time had slowed to a standstill, there, in that suspended space; 
ceased altogether to exist. She might have passed a thousand years exactly in this way, the 
room around her crumbling in decay, collapsing to ruin, and her, in the spell of slumber, the 
only unaltered thing. But this sleeping deviation from the mortal coil was not to be. 


Peeling open eyes crusted shut with days old mascara and sleep, Alina stared up at the 
ceiling, at the lacy texture of the stucco, slowly registering that she was awake, but not the 
reason for it. Flat on her back, she lay silent as the tomb, enrobed in the filtered light of mid- 
afternoon, the blinds and curtains pulled closed, trapping out what they could. 


Her head was pounding and her mouth tasted like acid. The room smelled close, animal. Her 
hair, crawling across the pillows like vines, was matted into fat, unbecoming hanks at the 
scalp. She could feel her bladder, pressed full and tight against the drum of her belly, an ache 
she would not answer. She no longer felt much like being human. 


It was when she reached again for the bottle of ZzzQuil that she realized her phone was 
vibrating across the nightstand with a call from her mother, the second in as many minutes, 
and that it was the first of her calls that had reeled Alina up from the fathoms of sleep, 
brought her thrashing to the surface, pulling for breath. 


She answered, held the phone up to her sleep-hot ear. “H’llo?” her voice was a groggy, full- 
throated bullfrog’s croak. 


“Oh, honey, were you still asleep?” her mother asked, surprise and disapproval competing for 
prominence in her voice, which was no real revelation. “It’s almost one o’clock there — I 
thought for sure you would be awake by now.” 


“No, I...” Alina’s mind was still lurching to life, too soon out of dormancy, for certain, to 
craft a particularly convincing lie. But she would lie. There had never been much room for 
the truth between Alina and her parents — the compulsion to lie about even the most 
innocuous of things sprang up unbidden from a place she could not source, but still she 
cleaved to it, unquestioning. “I went to a barre class this morning really early, so I was just 
taking a nap.” 


“Barre...you know, I’ve heard a lot about that,” her mother said, a spark of identification 
altering her tone, diverting its judgmental course. “One of the girls from my Bible study, her 
daughter does it. She’s been trying to get me to join yoga for the longest time, but I’m just 
not so sure about the outfits.” 


“Mom, did you...need something?” Alina asked, wording the inquiry as delicately as she 
could. It wasn’t so much that she was uninterested in listening to her mother’s concerns about 
the modesty, or lack thereof, in wearing yoga pants to exercise, which promised to be a 
searing hot take. Only that she was much more interested, comparatively, in going 
immediately back to sleep. 


“Sorry, you know what your father says, once I get to rambling about something, it’s hard to 
get me back on track,” her mother said in a jokey, chagrined way. 


Alina’s nose wrinkled. She was not sure of many things, but of one she was absolutely — she 
would rather roam the earth for a thousand years alone than be married to someone who 
would say such a thing about her, and often enough to make her believe it. 


“T just called to give you our flight information for next week,” her mother finally explained. 
“We’re planning to get a cab from the airport, but I thought you should have it, just in case.” 


After confirming that Alina had a pen in hand, ready to take down the information (which she 
didn’t), her mother read off the flight number (B672) and the arrival time (6:52 PM), in 
response to which Alina expressed surprise that date of the commencement ceremony was so 
suddenly upon them, bearing down — time was spinning its unceasing circle, and there was no 
way to escape the turn. 


“Sneaks right up on you, doesn’t it?” her mother agreed with a sigh, like even at her age she 
struggled, still, coming to terms with the fact that time escaped her in the same way, all at 
once, avalanching. “Oh, by the way, your father found a really nice restaurant in the Zagat for 
dinner after the ceremony. I’m going to call them later to make a reservation for four. I'll 
email you the Yelp page.” 


“Four?” Alina repeated, stifling a yawn. She must have misheard her, still fighting her way 
out of the lingering fog of a dead, antihistamine-induced sleep. The count seemed off — they 
had always been an uneasy three, a crowd. Perhaps she meant four o’clock. A geriatrically 
early dinner. 


“Aleksander is coming, isn’t he? Or does he have to work?” her mother clarified, the faintest 
thread of concern creeping in, poisoning the water. 


Hearing his name was a blow like a bowling ball, right down the line, straight to the chest. 
“Oh, right,” she said. She weighed the truth only momentarily before discarding it like a 
rotten, unappealing fruit, gone soft with mold. “No. He took off from work. He’ll be there.” 


“Great. Well, we can’t wait to see you both,” her mother said, in a way that was peculiarly 
sincere for someone who had only met Aleksander the once. He had such a gift for that 
specific brand of deception, pretending at the role of a prince, disorientingly endearing. “I'll 


let you get back to your nap. Text me and let me know if there’s anything I can bring you 
from home.” 


A gun, maybe. 


“T guess Ill just have to tell them that he got called into work suddenly, and hope that they 
literally never bring him up again,” Alina said, speaking in a low, strained hush as she 
reached back to take hold of her own right ankle, hoisting her leg up and back, contorting 
into standing bow pose. Her body arched into a wonky ‘Y’ shape, the muscles in her 
abdomen pulling taut like corset laces. 


“Are we seriously still talking about this?” Genya demanded in a whispered hiss, mirroring 
Alina’s posture, her left arm pointed forward like a seeking arrow. Alina’s arm was more 
lackadaisical, limp at the wrist. “Get some new material.” 


They were only about halfway through the yoga practice and were already sweat-drenched, 
beads rolling off of the ends of their noses and chins like fat raindrops from the edge of 
flower petals, dripping onto the foam mats beneath them. 


The room was humid as a rainforest, a wall of heat drawing all of the moisture out of their 
bodies and into the air. The heady scent of incense swirled a cloying miasma, doing its 
utmost to overpower the inevitable odor of overtaxed sweat glands, and a Bluetooth speaker 
had been set up by the instructor to play a generic, atmospheric yoga playlist, the same kinds 
of sounds the solar system echoed, out in the infinite dark. 


Alina was struggling to breathe through the humid heat of the room, the air dense and thick in 
her nostrils. She felt almost faint, stomach churning with nausea as she flexed her body into 
various postures, muscles tense with the strain and burning with lactic acid. 


She really hadn’t wanted to come to this class at all; had barely managed to summon the 
strength to pull herself from bed that morning when Genya had called her, insisting that she 
attend, which she’d allegedly already promised she would do. Not in her right mind, she 
hadn’t. 


Perhaps some of the same stressors accounted for Genya’s irritability, her unsympathetic 
lashing out. 


“You brought this on yourself, if you recall,” Alina reminded her, relaxing out of the pose and 
into a standing slouch with a heavy sighing breath, “You wanted detail, so I’m giving you 
detail.” 


“T wanted detail about your sex life, not your sad, confusing separation,” Genya disagreed, 
stretching her arms skyward beside her ears, fingers linked, as the instructor coached them 
into balancing stick pose. “Why don’t you just call him and tell him you’ll suck his dick if he 
pretends to be your boyfriend again for a night?” she suggested. “Honestly, it’ll probably 
remind him how much he liked having you suck his dick, and you’ll end up together again.” 


They leaned forward in tandem as Alina considered this, bodies stretching into squat T- 
shapes, left legs extending, balancing on their right feet. Alina wobbled slightly in place, 
knee rebelling as the contrasting drag of gravity exerted its own force. 


A blonde girl in mandala-printed harem pants turned out of the pose to shush them, a loud, 
rattler’s hiss, twice as loud as they’d been speaking to one another. Their twin glares, like 
laser beams refracting back to her, could’ve seared through flesh, eviscerating her rancid 
aura. 


“That’s a good idea,” Alina decided, readjusting the alignment of her hips as her lifted leg 
pulled her pelvis into a slight tilt. The strain in her back was an unnaturally bright, searing 
sensation, which probably signaled that her core strength was a little lacking for such an 
advanced practice. 


“T was joking,” Genya clarified, rolling her eyes. 


“Too bad. I think you’re onto something,” Alina said, shrugging as she stumbled out of the 
pose with an unbalanced stomp, drawing the wrathful glare, again, of the blonde girl, who 
again turned away with a dramatic huff as Alina held her gaze with a vicious tenacity, daring 
her to say something, to escalate. “In an ideal world, he would suffer agonizingly and grovel 
on his knees before I agreed to take him back. And what’s dinner with my parents if not 
agonizing suffering?” 


“T haven’t met your parents, but I’1l take your word for it,” Genya sniffed, turning up her 
nose, pretending at offense, or not — it was hard to tell. There was a thread of truth in just 
about anything. 


“Christ, now you want to meet my parents?” Alina rolled her eyes. “Are we actually dating 
and I just didn’t realize it?” 


Twisted into eagle pose, arms crossed at the elbows and the wrists, Genya lifted her middle 
finger in a not-so-friendly salute. 


“Dude, it’s so fucking hot in here, I seriously think I’m going to puke,” Alina complained, 
scrubbing her face with her sweat rag, trying to breathe evenly enough to surpass the cresting 
wave of nausea that was radiating clear to her kneecaps now, salting the inside of her mouth. 


“It’s hot yoga,” Genya pointed out. 


“Mr. Morozova will be just a minute. He’s finishing up on a call.” 


In the sterile, blinding white tundra of Anvil’s reception area, the air-conditioned chill raising 
goosebumps all along her arms as the sweat from the walk over gelled in place, Alina stood 
before the desk of Aleksander’s new secretary, waiting for the recent employ, who had the 
wet-eyed, waifish thing down pat, to allow her in to see him. 


Given the change of guard, among other things, Alina keenly felt that she could no longer 
cruise in through the doors like she owned the place, interrupting him in the midst of 
important conference calls, butting into his space, kicking power cords free of their socket as 
she hopped up onto his desk to sit, propping up her feet on his knees. She was relegated, now, 
to being shepherded in to see him at the will of his staff, a conduit for his own caprice. Part of 
her was surprised that she hadn’t already been escorted out by security. 


“You can take a seat, if you'd like,” the secretary offered. The placard fixed to the front of the 
high-sided reception desk read “Daisy.” Alina judged this fitting. She had skin like milk, with 
blooms of color at the cheeks. The faintest gap between her two front teeth. She was daisy 
fresh all over. 


“How do you like it here?” Alina asked her instead of following the directive to sit, digging 
through the crystal candy dish set out on her desk, selecting a strawberry one, the outside of 
the wrapper decorated in red and green, mimicking the fruit. Such an old person candy. She 
popped it into her mouth and ground her teeth down, seeking the soft center, impatient. 


“T actually only started here about a week ago, but I like it so far,” Daisy said. Agreeable. Did 
Aleksander like them better that way? Pliant; yielding? Perhaps it had been her tough 
exterior, her armored exoskeleton, that had chiefly driven him from her in the end. Perhaps if 
she’d been softer, easier to know, to direct... 


“How about Morozova? What’s your read on him?” Alina pried, tilting her head slightly to 
scrutinize the girl at an angle askew. There was something about her that Alina found mildly 
irritating, but she couldn’t manage to put her finger on exactly what...perhaps it was the 
wispy, feathery fringe that bisected her forehead. Such a finicky hairstyle. 


“He’s very nice,” Daisy said, gemstone eyes wide, swimming with caution, like she 
suspected the inquiry might be a trap. 


“But kind of an arrogant prick, right?” Alina urged, leading. 


“Oh, no, he’s —”’ the phone rang then, rescuing her from having to provide an answer which 
would not have redeemed her at all in Alina’s eyes, regardless. Too effusive, and they were 
definitely fucking. The slightest air of derision, and again, definitely fucking. Might as well 
have been fucking right before her eyes. “Yes. Okay. Will do,” Daisy set down the phone and 
turned her gaze up to Alina, “You can go ahead in.” 


It was only at this moment, delivering herself into his office like Marie Antoinette offering 
herself up for the guillotine, that Alina’s anxiety in facing him began to climb. She no longer 
knew how to behave around him, how to hold herself upright, like she was a marionette with 
its strings cut, freed of her invisible tether to him, limbs in an awkward collapse. 


She’d spent over an hour getting dressed, studying herself before the mirror, picking her 
appearance apart, making a concerted effort not to look so awful that he’d think he’d 
destroyed her, but not so perfectly put-together, either, that it would look like she’d tried too 
hard, which would have been twice as shaming. Artfully disheveled, off-duty model was the 
look she was going for, but the elements had thwarted her, somewhat, as had the dribbles of 
coffee she’d spilled down the front of her white t-shirt. 


She was not at all prepared for what it would feel like, seeing him after so long apart. It was 
like a phantom limb restored; like his lack of presence in her life was an abscess, festering 
away, the pain of it pushed aside and ignored, walled off and excised and numbed until she 
couldn’t feel it anymore. But now, studying that face she knew so well, the wound was 
reopened, exposed to the air, and the pain was piquant, staggering. 


“Alina,” he greeted her coolly, looking up as she edged her way in his door like a doe into a 
clearing, anticipating gunfire. His eyes were earthen, neutral. “You look well.” Despite her 
best efforts, this was probably not true. But his saying so didn’t seem purposed to mock. 
“Have a seat,” he urged her forward, and as she lowered herself mechanically, stiltedly, into a 
seat across from him, he asked, “So, to what do I owe this pleasure?” 


“T came to ask you a favor,” she said. It seemed suddenly absurd to her that she would dare to 
ask him anything, that she would put herself in a position to be sent away by him, cast out 
again. 


He simply stared back at her, waiting for her to elucidate, an eerie stillness in easy 
uprightness of his posture, in the soft narrowing of his eyes. 


“My commencement ceremony is next week, and my parents are coming,” she began to 
explain, nonetheless. “They’re taking me out to dinner after, and I...I kind of told them you 
would be there.” This tripped forth from her in a verbal run-on, a rushing conglomeration of 
syllables. The sooner the information was out in the open, the sooner he could refuse her, 
leave her to doctor her own wounds. 


“And why would you do that, Alina, when we haven’t spoken in weeks?” The temperature in 
the room had changed, a drop like a storm impending, a distinct chill that radiated from the 
now displeased dashes of his eyes. 


“Because I couldn’t tell them,” she explained, urging him to understand, even if he had no 
ability to feel pity for her. “They think we’re still together. They think I’m capable of 
maintaining a normal fucking relationship, and I can’t bear to tell them that I’m not.” 


He didn’t speak, though his jaw seemed to be tensing, working at words he would not spit 
out. His eyes were slightly less flinty now, she thought, though it might’ve been a trick of the 
light. 


“It seems inappropriate, in our current context, to offer sex as a bribe, so I’m just going to 
have to ask you to do this for me out of whatever goodness there is in your heart,” Alina 
urged him, eyes beseeching. “I know you don’t owe me anything, but I don’t think I can 
leave here until you agree.” She would chain herself to the very chair in which she sat, if she 
had to. 


He sighed heavily, his reticence explicit in the precarious way he picked out each word he 
spoke next. “Fine, Alina. I will pretend for you, this once. But you wil// eventually have to tell 
them, because I won’t do this again.” 


“Yeah, sure, of course,” she agreed readily, though fully certain that she would have no 
qualms in the future about again humiliating herself this way, begging him to play along with 


her little charade. Anything to maintain the precariously constructed screen between her 
parents and the truth. “Thank you.” 


He nodded. A beat of silence unspiraled between them, a lingering note that stretched 
between their gazes — his steady, disconnected, hers anxious, pained. His eyebrow quirked 
slightly upward, communicating that he was waiting for her to say or do something. 


“T should go, then,” she finally said, finally found the strength in her knees to rise, jerkily, 
from her seat, though the rest of her rebelled, remained bound to it. “Um, have a nice day 
proliferating arms, or whatever.” 


She showed herself to the door, and all the while every mote of her ached to linger, to turn at 
least to look, to see if he was watching her, to search his eyes for any of the same longing that 
seethed in her bones like a corruption. As her fingertips grazed the cool handle of the door, 
she decided she would have to forgive herself, for always making it harder, for never leaving 
well enough alone. 


“Oh, by the way,” she said, turning back to look at him, to hold his face in the frame of her 
eyes for just a moment longer, to memorize the wretched planes that had so bewitched her, 
absorbing enough of him to tide her over until the next time she would see him, “Your 
secretary didn’t even offer me anything to drink. Kind of rude, no? Would’ve thought you’d 
train them a little better than that.” 


“Goodbye, Alina,” he told her evenly, clipped, without even looking up from the ledger he 
was copying something down into with a fountain pen, unbothered. Was it another trick of 
the light, or did one corner of his mouth twitch upward into the faintest smirk? “I'll see you 
next Sunday.” 


As his office door hushed closed behind her, bumping her stubbornly frozen heels, which 
were cemented like ice blocks to the floor outside of his door, Alina was stunned by how 
quickly it had flooded in, this feeling that she had ceased to know this person, who she had 
once known in her bones. 


On Sunday morning, Alina crossed the stage in front of a sea of people, wearing a mantle of 
misery, heavy around her shoulders and heart. 


Something was missing, had been severed from her, and she felt its absence like a jagged 
hole through her very center, an endless chasm that breathed when she breathed, sucking in 
all the atmosphere and robbing it of oxygen. 


She shook the hand of the Dean, accepting the empty diploma cover passed into her hand, 
and posed there, frozen in place as the Dean held fast to it for the photo op. She smiled a 
stilted, tight smile, set into her cheeks like dried plaster, poised to crack, as flashbulbs lit her 
field of vision, obscuring the crowd, where part of her was still hoping, foolishly, to find him, 
standing out like a beacon in the swim of faces. 


Perhaps, had she tried, she could've convinced him to attend the ceremony, too. But she'd 
been afraid to push her luck. If law school had taught her anything about negotiating, it was 
to stop at yes. 


Her entire class was seated out on the campus’ South Lawn, robed in their light blue regalia, 
planted in rows on the erected bleachers, where they’d been shuffled in that morning to await 
their portion of the ceremony, to sit, longsuffering, through various speeches, a 
commencement address by the Attorney General. 


Alina had sat amongst them sweating, overheating in her polyester gown, stomach churning 
wildly, seriously considering that she might have to puke into her dumb-looking black velvet 
cap, which Genya had secured to her head that morning with at least six bobby pins speared 
down into her scalp. 


While getting ready in the auditorium, donning their regalia and various cords and sashes 
from honors societies and student orgs and law journals they belonged to, everyone in her 
friend group had huddled together to take two shots of tequila, a celebratory poisoning, a 

little something to kickstart the desperately boring graduation march. 


Ever since France, Alina had been incapable of stomaching tequila. It evoked in her that too- 
familiar sensation from her undergrad years, of when a shot went down the wrong way and 
she knew for certain, in that very instant, that it wasn’t long for this world. But it was every 
time now, even after the first. Just the smell of its notes of sweet fermentation, agave and 
wood, in fact, was liable to make her retch. 


She’d only managed to down one shot of two, something of an embarrassment, and each 
moment she sat, waiting for her row to be called up to the stage, it threatened to evacuate her 
body, through any available channel, almost sizzling in the very pit of her throat, corrosive. 


As commencement drew finally to a dramatic close, the graduation march keyed up, 
beginning again in earnest, her class was called up onto their feet to turn the tassels on their 
cap across to the opposite side, signifying their transition from candidate to graduate. Alina 
took that moment in and held it for a breath, allowed herself to feel a swell of pride, of 
satisfaction, for all that she had persevered through to make it this far. Savored it on her 
tongue, sweet. 


Then, flinging her cap skyward, sending it sailing into the pure blue, to join the already rising 
cloud of her classmates’, a patchwork of black spots ascending into the atmosphere, blotting 
out the sun, she loosed the breath and let the moment go with it, gone into the hazy summer 
air. 


“We’re so proud of you, Alina,” her mother said as their water glasses were filled, menus set 
out in front of them. She was almost misty-eyed, a soft glimmer of moisture welling at the 
waterline, reflecting light from the fixtures above the table. 


There’d been some mix-up with their reservation, so it had taken the restaurant a while to seat 
them, an agonizingly tense, protracted space of time in which Alina had near-suffocated in 


her own hyperawareness of her body’s position in relation to Aleksander’s; overthinking how 
close she stood to him, how they spoke to one another, wondering if they were selling the 
illusion of their togetherness well enough as she fabricated a whole host of experiences they 
hadn’t really shared to regale her parents with, about how he’d made her the buckets of 
espresso that had gotten her through finals. 


Aleksander had been quiet, letting Alina do the talking, letting her soak in her parents’ 
attention and congratulations. She wished he would speak, wished he would draw away some 
of the focus that threatened every moment to flatten her. 


Alina was poised on a razor’s edge, hungry enough, at this point, that her stomach was 
working to digest itself, a constant gnawing, which contributed some to the prickliness with 
which she responded, “You’ve had an interesting way of showing it these past few years.” 


Both of her parents appeared fairly struck, eyes going wide and wounded behind the sensible 
frames of their reading glasses, which were perched on the ends of their noses as they 
struggled to read the menus in the dim light of the restaurant. 


“Your mother and I felt that we were doing the right thing in keeping our distance, Alina. We 
needed to demonstrate that we would not be complicit in your sin, or in your straying from 
the church,” Alina’s father said, tone defensive, much like he’d rehearsed this particular 
explanation times over, a readied ammunition. 


“Please don’t think that it was easy for us, Alina,” her mother implored, something like regret 
in the soft creases around her eyes. Like it, but not quite. “It wasn’t. Even less so now that we 
see the life you’ve built here, and realize what we missed.” 


“You could’ve been part of my life without being complicit in my sin,” Alina said, practically 
spitting the words, which tasted foul. Her sin. Her sin. Did they see her, or did they see an 
amalgamation of sins, a blatant and blood red mar? 


“We prayed hard about it,” her father said, as if it were a get out of jail free card, like blaming 
their own choices on prayer wasn’t just another way to avoid accountability, “For months 
after you left, we prayed, and spoke to church leadership, and ultimately decided that we 
needed to make it explicit that we did not approve of your choices, in hopes that it would 
motivate you to come back to the church.” 


“We never stopped loving you, Alina,” there was a desperation in the way her mother said it, 
willing Alina to understand, to accept that they could have gone about things no other way. 
She could not. She would never. 


“Of course not,” her father agreed. “But we did have to withdraw our affection so that you 
would understand.” This he said as if it were perfectly obvious, as if no other path had been 
available to them. It really seemed that they thought so. She almost felt bad for them, that 
their perception of the world had been so distorted. Almost. 


“T think that’s bullshit,” Alina insisted, surprising everyone at the table with the force with 
which she said it, a passionate curse. Beside her, she felt Aleksander tense slightly, maybe 
like he wanted to reach out to her, to calm her. “You’re my parents. You chose to be my 


parents. It was your job to support me and to be there for me, whether I accepted the religion 
you foisted on me or not. You don’t show someone that you care about them by abandoning 
them.” 


“T would hardly say we abandoned you anymore than you abandoned us in leaving Salt Lake 
City, Alina,” her father argued, his expression severe. 


Alina didn’t agree that it was even remotely the same, but she didn’t feel that she had the 
words, at the moment, to defend herself on that count. Instead, she said, “I’m never coming 
back to the church. By this point you really should have accepted that.” She’d been saying it, 
implicitly, in every action since she’d left. Did she now have to shout it, to make them finally 
see? 


“You're an adult, Alina. God has given you the free will to make your own choices,” her 
father replied. There was some kind of understanding in his voice, a bit of defeat around the 
edges, too. “But those choices will always have consequences, and in this case, the choice to 
leave the church has clearly created a rift in our relationship. Like your mother said, it 
doesn’t mean that we don’t love you. We always will,” he insisted, eyes resolute, urging her 
to understand. “But we’ll never stop wanting you to make things right with God, and until 
you do, that rift will always be there.” 


“T know,” she said, which she did and didn’t. There was not much else she could say; 
nothing, really, to argue. 


It was painfully clear to Alina in that moment that whether her parents were capable of 
admitting it or not, despite what they claimed, their love had conditions. And she would 
never, hard as she tried, manage to meet them. 


She excused herself to go to the restroom, feeling the almost allergic bite of tears behind her 
eyes, burning in her sinuses, needing total seclusion to beat the wellspring back. 


She had braced herself against the sink, a death grip around its porcelain edge, head bowed 
almost between her elbows, when Aleksander came in behind her, letting himself in through 
the door she had neglected to lock. He sidled up behind her, not too close, never close 
enough, settling warm palms on her bare shoulders, squeezing, bearing her upright, steadier 
on her feet. 


“T’m proud of you for telling them how you felt,” he said, locking eyes with her in the mirror, 
impressing upon her his earnestness, the stable dark of his eyes bolstering her. “I know their 
response was probably infuriating, but at least you said what you needed to say.” 


A surge of something unidentifiable radiated through her gut and she was turning out of his 
distanced grip, colliding with him, full-bodied, forceful, arms laced about his neck to draw 
him into her feverish kiss. She felt, through his lips, the halt of his blood, the unnatural 
stillness, and then the incremental give as he started to kiss her back. Her heart slammed up 
against her ribcage, which ached like it would crack to free the embattled organ. 


Then his hands were at her shoulders again and he was stopping, withdrawing from her, and 
the ungodly cold was sweeping back in, an eternity of winters, of being denied the warmth of 


the sun. 


“Right,” she scoffed, jerking out of his arms to head for the door, refusing to let him see any 
of the hurt, to watch as his cruel rejection opened back up that unending chasm of emptiness 
inside of her, swallowing her down into it, swirling right back down the drain again. 


She had been a fucking fool to think that they could start over, go back to the restroom where 
it all began and get it right this time. 


She stormed back to the table and sat, where her parents seemed perfectly content to pretend 
like the previous conversation had never taken place. Always saving face, brushing anything 
that was too uncomfortable to face determinedly aside. What adversity couldn’t be solved by 
ignoring it? 


“That friend of yours who we met at the commencement ceremony — Zoya? She seemed like 
such a nice girl,” Alina’s mother commented as they finished up the final scrapings of their 
meals. The portion sizes had been minuscule, and Alina was certain she would never hear the 
end of it from her parents, how two bites of steak could cost forty dollars. 


Her father had just finished quizzing Aleksander for at least twenty minutes about how 
business was going at Anvil, and in the brief cessation, her mother jumped in to draw Alina’s 
attention back in, away from the phone screen she’d turned to once the focus was blessedly 
no longer on her. 


“She and that boy she was with made a lovely couple,” her mother added. “We sat near him 
at the ceremony — so polite.” 


“Oh yeah, Zoya and Mal,” Alina said, lips twitching into the faintest smirk at these 
descriptors. Polite? A nice girl? Perhaps next they would describe Alina as level-headed; 
virtuous. “They’re engaged. I’m going to be a bridesmaid in their wedding. I actually 
introduced them.” She wasn’t sure whether it was any real boast, taking credit for their 
coupling, but her parents didn’t know that, certainly didn’t need to know any of the grittier 
detail. 


“Oh, that’s just lovely,” her mother sighed. A true romantic, she had always so loved love, 
filled Alina’s child mind with ideas of what her prince charming might be like. But what did 
she know of princes? A prince, Alina’s father was not. “So, how about the two of you?” 


“Us?” Alina spluttered, casting a panicked glance in Aleksander’s direction, wondering if this 
was the moment he would develop a conscience, decide they could no longer pretend that 
they were still together, that he would suddenly draw back the curtain of the charade. 


“Any wedding bells in the future?” Her mother urged, also looking to Aleksander, eyebrows 
raised, goading. Of course she would conceive of it as ultimately being Aleksander’s choice, 
whether or not they were wed. 


“I’m just focused on passing the bar right now,” Alina cut in, before he could reply. “That’s 
really all I have the bandwidth to think about.” 


“Well, for what it’s worth, I’ve been praying for the two of you,” her mother shrugged, 
winking at Aleksander. 


“This one’s a tough nut to crack," her father added, with a sort of conspiratorial smile, "But I 
have no doubt she’! make a wonderful wife someday.” Alina believed that he sincerely 
thought of this as a compliment, so could not muster even a single spark of indignation. 


Aleksander’s returning smile was sort of tight around the eyes, almost a wince. 


Her mother’s prayers had proved fairly useless, thus far, Alina thought darkly. 


Outside of the restaurant, under the soft, muggy blanket of the evening sky, which stretched 
out above them, a light-polluted expanse, Alina and Aleksander helped her parents into a cab. 
Aleksander slipped the driver a fifty and neither she nor her father could convince him to put 
his wallet away, not since he’d already reluctantly acquiesced once that evening, when 
there’d been a near-brawl over who would cover the check at dinner. 


As they stepped away from the curb, waving them off, Aleksander raised his arm to hail 
another cab, presumably to put Alina into, to send her off into the night. But she wasn’t ready 
to go home just yet; she’d finished the bottle of ZzzQuil, and sleep evaded her totally without 
it, left her staring out into the pitch dark of her room until her eyes went so dry that the lids 
stuck, just ruminating on her own weakness. 


“T’m going to walk,” she told Aleksander, reaching up to pry his arm back down to his side. 
Realizing she’d touched him with an ease that did not at all comport with their current status, 
the unthinking, easy touch of a partner, she let her hands fall away. 


“It’s late, Alina,” he disagreed, not seeming to take any note of her internal flailing, or of her 
touch. 


“I’m fine,” she insisted. Fine. Just like she was every other night without him. 


“T’ll walk you, then,” he said, sighing, sounding a little put-upon for someone who had not 
been asked to do any such thing. 


They fell into pace alongside one another, his easy, loping stride slowed some to match her 
high-heeled, somewhat clomping strut. The silence climbed between them like a tangle of 
vines, thickened with thorns, solid as a brick wall. Even fighting through the wilds of that 
tension, being beside him felt better than not. Alina hated that. 


She realized she could say anything to him in that moment, now that they were alone 
together; that this was her opportunity to speak her mind. But at present, there was only one 
thing on it, and it didn't even have all that much to do with the two of them. 


“Look, I say this to you as a friend, and as a totally neutral observer,” Alina began as they 
stood side by side on a curb, waiting to cross an intersection. 


Aleksander was scoffing, already, before she could even finish the sentence. 


She forged ahead, regardless, “You and Lara are wrong for each other.” There was an 
unwavering confidence in this assertion; a certainty that she, as an outsider, knew best, had 
seen what he perhaps could not. 


“T don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, reaching out suddenly to grab Alina’s arm, 
holding her back as she went to step out into the road and a car went speeding through the 
intersection. His touch seared like a brand. 


“T know she’s cool and tall and artsy and shit, and I’m sure you’d make really long, beautiful 
babies, like little greyhounds, but you don’t belong together,” she insisted, extracting her arm 
from his grasp to frogger her way across the street, in between cars, made uneasy by his 
touch, like she might be driven to do something embarrassing. 


“Why not?” he asked. She tried to deduce whether he was simply entertaining the thread of 
conversation for the hell of it, or whether he was communicating that he was seriously 
interested in her opinion, and in so doing, tacitly confirming that he and Lara were, in fact, 
back together. But if she could’ve read his mind in the first place, they would not have been 
in this position now. 


“Because she told me about how it was between the two of you when you were together, and 
it sounded seriously fucking bleak,” Alina explained with no small measure of distaste. She 
could understand putting up with many things in a long-term relationship, but lack of passion 
was not one of them. She was one to let love slice her to pieces, so long as that vital fire still 
burned. “I don’t see why you would ever go back to something like that. That’s just my two 
cents. Take it or leave it.” 


He said nothing. His silence was a language of its own to decode, but it had been lost to her — 
she could no longer speak it. 


Mustering up the nerve again to speak, she pursued a decidedly different interrogative track. 
“Why wouldn’t you kiss me?” She asked him, tilting her chin to watch his face, trying to 
catch his eyes in the streetlight dim. 


He evaded her gaze. Replied, simply, “You know why.” 


Did she? “But did you want to?” This was what she had really been asking, anyway; what she 
really needed to know. Did he hunger for her, still, the way she did for him, harboring that 
hunger in his bones, letting it eat away at his marrow in her absence, leaving him hollow? 


“Alina,” he sighed like the wind. Her name, even in an exasperated breath, still sounded like 
a prayer on his lips. 


“If you wanted to, you should have done it,” she said. It was the only way she could or would 
address the colony of feelings for him that still lived and grew and divided each day in the 
biome of her gut. She had no language to say more - it, too, had been lost to time. 


“Tt’s a little thing called self-restraint, Alina, that you would know nothing about.” 


All she needed to know for certain was that he hadn’t forgotten her, that he hadn’t moved on, 
cavalier, like she’d left no mark on his life whatsoever. The rest, she was content for now to 
believe, would work itself out. 


“T wish you had been at the ceremony,” she finally said, to interrupt the unreeling spool of 
silence between them. “You should’ve at least seen the final product of what your money 
paid for.” The greater truth, she said last, said more quietly. “I wanted you to be there.” 


He was quiet, so that she almost feared he would not answer at all, but then said, “I was 
there, Alina.” 


“What, in spirit?” she scoffed, rolling her eyes. 
He shook his head. 


“You really were?” she stopped in her tracks to study his face more clearly, to search out any 
tell of untruth. “Why didn’t you come over? Why didn't you say anything?” 


He continued walking, leaving her to catch up. “Because I didn’t want you to read too much 
into it,” he said. “I was invited as a donor to the law school — I had an obligation to attend.” 


She was stung by the suggestion that his attendance had not had anything to do with her, but 
curious, too. “A donor?” She repeated. This was news to her. 


“T donated a large sum a while back,” he confirmed, “I wanted to be sure I had adequate 
leverage to keep you enrolled after you got yourself into trouble.” 


Of course he did. “Well, I’m glad you came, anyway,” she said. There was no one she would 
rather have shared the moment with, even if she’d been totally unaware of his presence and 
miserable for it. 


Almost as soon as the words left her lips, her heel caught on a fragmented chunk of sidewalk 
and her ankle buckled sharply under her. Aleksander grabbed her arm at the elbow before she 
could properly careen into the gutter, yanking her back onto her feet, but the slightest 
pressure on her ankle made her gasp in pain, falling into him. 


“Ow, I broke my fucking ankle!” she complained, standing on one foot, leaning heavily 
against him, clawed fingers dug into the lapels of his suit jacket bearing her up. 


“It’s not broken, Alina,” he disagreed, gruff, dismissive, though he braced her at the elbows, 
helping to keep her balanced on the one foot. 

“Yes, it is — you’re not a doctor!” she whined, pained. “I need to sit,” she decided, moving 
immediately to lower herself onto a conveniently discarded curb sofa, plaid fabric torn, 
issuing forth yellowed stuffing, stains on the cushions unidentifiable and many. 


“Don’t, that thing’s filthy,” Aleksander reprimanded her, pulling her back, yanking in the 
opposite direction, like a bodily tug of war, his body a counterweight against hers. 


“Tt hurts, and I’m tired of walking,” she insisted, dropping her weight completely, then, to 
plop down onto the questionably filthy cushions anyway. 


He heaved her forward with a final sharp tug, ducking to scoop a shoulder under her gut, 
hoisting her up to carry her, draped there like a musket. 


“You're going to drop me on my fucking head,” she complained as blood rushed into her 
face, putting pressure behind her eyes, “And then I’ll have a cracked skull and a broken 
ankle.” 


“Shut up,” he snapped, a little nastily, carrying her the rest of the way down the block and up 
to her apartment, where he finally deposited her on the edge of her bed. 


“Here,” he reached down to grab her foot, unbuckling her shoe and sliding it off, then the 
other, particularly tender with her wounded ankle, despite his insistence that nothing was 
wrong with it. 


“You want a drink?” she asked, popping up from the edge of the bed and meandering into the 
kitchen, a miracle healing. Perhaps her ankle hadn’t been broken, after all. “The firm sent me 
an insanely expensive bottle of scotch for graduation.” 


“T should get going, Alina,” Aleksander shook his head. 


“Come on, what kind of mature adults are we if we can’t even have a drink together?” she 
coaxed him, drawing the bottle up out of the raffia-filled basket it had been delivered in, 
complete with two glasses custom-etched with the firm's logo. 


“One,” he insisted. 
Gloating, she poured them each a massive drink. 
“Ts your plan to give me alcohol poisoning?” he asked, arching a skeptical eyebrow. 


“You can’t leave if you’re extremely sick,” she joked along. “Don’t worry — I'll take good 
care of you. As my mother says, I have very strong maternal instincts.” 


He snorted, a not particularly polite sound. 


“See — we can do this, right?” Alina said, once they were each about halfway into their glass. 
She was tottering on the stool beside his, turned toward him on her seat. 


They’d been having a conversation about her parents’ faces at the restaurant, when she’d 
called them out on their bullshit — her mother’s expression like she had swallowed a bug — 
and Alina had been suddenly struck by how...copacetic things seemed between them. Had 
they ever really spoken with this kind of ease? 


“We can be, like, friends, at least, can’t we?” she asked, voice a little wavery with trepidation, 
shot through with hope. She could content herself with being his friend, couldn’t she? 


There was an eerie transparency in his eyes, in that fleeting moment alone, a sudden, 
sweeping disarming, and they were the eyes of a starved man, eyes that hungered for her, 
with the exact same fervor as she’d hungered so long for him, rubbing furiously at her cunt 
beneath the covers at night, tears tracking down her cheeks. She trusted the intuition of those 
eyes, more so, even, than she’d trusted a single thing from his mouth. 


She flung herself off of her stool, into his lap, pushing her mouth to his with an almost 
bruising force, clawing her way up his body to straddle him as he lifted under her thighs, 
drawing her up and into his body, a harsh collision. His stool creaked temperamentally 
beneath their combined weight as she pitched her hips into his, grinding them into his lap, 
kissing him harder, feeding from his mouth, taking from him all the sustenance she’d been so 
cruelly denied. 


She wanted to touch him everywhere, wanted every part of her body in some contact with 
his. She reached for the hem of her dress, struggled to yank it up over her head while 
remaining astride his lap, more so unrolling it than anything, tight as it clung. She emerged 
from the constrictive wind of the fabric breathing hard, belly alternately convex and concave, 
hair irreparably mussed. 


He cupped her chin in hand to kiss her again, and it wasn’t enough — she wanted their lips to 
friction weld, wanted a more permanent joinder, leaned into him almost hard enough to 
unsteady him, sinking her teeth into his bottom lip. She guided his hands back onto her body, 
to grip her ass, to pull her in tighter, grinding his erection up between her legs as she ducked 
to kiss along his jaw, to nip at his earlobe, to taste the salt of his skin, licking a broad stripe 
along his cheek. 


He pulled away abruptly, took hold of her wrists, seizing them in an iron grip to hold her 
back, fists curled so tightly she could barely move her fingers. She could feel her pulse, a 
hard knock against her veins, struggling to pound under his fingers. She waited. She kept her 
eyes trained on his, determined. 


“We can’t do this, Alina. This is a bad idea.” His eyes were conflicted, dark as storm clouds, 
the crease between his eyebrows pronounced. 


Maybe he was right. Maybe it was a bad idea. Maybe fucking him would not fix them, almost 
certainly it would not, but in that moment, Alina didn’t care. She needed him so badly she 
would readily sacrifice any part of herself, give herself over to just that moment, forsaking 
every thought of what they would be left with when overwhelming gale of need drew back. 


She pulled a wrist sharply free, nearly dislocating something with the force, and reached 
down between her own legs, sliding her hand down the front of her underwear, head falling 
slightly back, heavy, as her fingers met the fire-hot lips of her cunt, drawing up and through 
all of that wetness, the wellspring he'd inspired. She reached up to paint it, slick, across his 
lips, then dipped her fingertips into her own mouth. He leaned in to kiss her with her fingers 
still in her mouth, covetous of the taste of her, seeking more of it. He could have all of it, 
anything he wanted. 


“Fucking filthy,” he said, awed and disgusted in equal measure, “That’s what you are.” 


“And you fucking love that, don’t you?” she demanded, leaning into him hard, pressed tight 
against his chest. A thrill ran through her, wracking her, making her shiver, hard — he was so 
fucking hard beneath her, and he was going to give it to her again, fill her up again, finally 
complete her again. She would’ ve bet anything. 


She reached down to seize his right hand, tugging aside the soaking wet fabric of her 
underwear and pressing his fingers up between her legs, urging them to spread apart the 
swollen petals of her cunt, to play through the sticky pink heat of her center. Then she started 
in on the buttons of his dress shirt, aching to feel more of his skin. 


His fingers curled around her throat, a welcome pressure which only made her head spin 
more fiercely. It was this grip alone that kept her from sliding, suddenly unseated, onto the 
floor as he stood sharply from his stool, pinning her upright with that easy grip, fingertips at 
her carotid, forcing her up against the kitchen counter, which dug harshly into her spine. He 
loomed over her, leaning into her, posture threatening, eyes obsidian. 


“Didn’t anyone ever teach you the word no, little girl?” he breathed, husky-low and 
disapproving, into her face. 


“Doesn’t ring a bell,” she managed to eke out. She’d never felt as small as she did in that 
moment, dwarfed by him, afraid of him, and yet the pang of arousal was dizzying, 
devastatingly strong. If he was going to hurt her, she wanted that too, would absorb his 
retribution just as hungrily as his affection. 


He kissed her so fiercely it was like a knee to the gut, his facial scratching, grating against her 
chin as his mouth pried hers open and he slid his tongue in deep and dirty, his breath leaving 
him in injured bursts, hot and humid against her mouth like he was giving her breath, 
sustaining her life. 


He kissed her chin, where her lipstick was now smeared, reached down between her legs to 
rub the insides of his knuckles up against her, through the cotton front of her underwear, a 
sensation that was far too distant, not nearly enough. She wanted his touch to bruise, wanted 
him to break bones with the force of his need, prove how much he wanted her, how much 
he’d never stopped wanting her. 


“More, more, more,” it took her a moment to realize she was chanting, like a prayer, every 
rosary bead another desperately soft plea. 


He took her face in his hand, fingers digging in at her cheeks to force her mouth into an open- 
lipped pout, her wetness tacky on his fingers, smearing on her cheek, as he demanded, “You 
want more, greedy little girl? You want more, even though Daddy already told you no?” 


“Please,” she whimpered. 


He spat into her mouth, a fine spray across her teeth, then turned her, hand at the back of her 
neck coaxing her to bend over the stool. She propped her elbows on the seat, pushing out her 
ass, offering herself up to his hungry will. His fingers curled beneath the waistband of her 
thong, dragged it sharply down to her knees. 


He knelt behind her, palms smoothing up the sides of her legs, then leaned in to bite into her 
ass cheek like a stone fruit, teeth seeking the pit, a feral yowl startled from her throat at the 
flash of pain, the resounding ache of a certain bruise setting in, the promise of teeth marks 
left behind. She wanted it. Wanted any mark, any reminder he would offer. She would let him 
destroy her totally, so long as she would wake in the morning and know, beyond a shadow of 
a doubt, that he had wanted her back. 


“Spread your legs,” he commanded, smacking the inside of her thigh to coax her to shift them 
apart. She did, far apart as she could while still remaining mostly balanced on her toes. 


Knelt behind her, as if in prayer, prostrate at the altar of her cunt, he reached between her legs 
to spread the slick, pouting lips of her cunt with his thumbs, pressing her open, exposing how 
damnably wet she was, nearly dripping with need. 


“God — yes —” rattled out of her throat, a choked off half-sound, as he licked into her, a 
broad, flattened stroke, fastening his lips over her clit, which throbbed against his tongue, a 
greedy pulse. She was beside herself, sagging against the seat of the stool, gone almost cross- 
eyed with the sensation. Christ, she had so missed his tongue. “Please,” she begged as he 
turned his head to kiss her thighs, wet open-mouthed, sinking his teeth into her flesh to the 
point of bruising. 


“Ts it aching, pretty girl?” he taunted her, lapping, kittenish licks to her clit that served no 
purpose other than to infuriate her, to drive her out of her mind. And as she nodded, feverish. 
“T know it is, poor thing. Do you need more?” 


“Yes, please,” she insisted in a half-gasp, half-sob, “Please, Sasha. I need your cock. Pease 
just fuck me.” 


“Greedy, greedy girl,” he tutted, giving her ass one last hard smack before pulling himself up 
to his feet behind her, rising over her like a monolith as she clung to the stool, wrecked. 


Her underwear was still dangling, pendulous, from her left ankle as he hoisted her up and sat 
her on the stool, yanking her ass to the very edge, the back of one of her thighs pinned tight 
against his abdomen, close, the other leg left to fall open, cruelly slapped, a flash of pain like 
a brand as he took his cock in hand and angled it up against her. 


He bore down against her entrance and sank inside of her, a tacit thing, a foregone 
conclusion, and the stretch of him filling her up was a hot, stinging note that had her clawing 
at his forearms for purchase. Her body seemed to have forgotten the strain of taking him, and 
he didn’t seem particularly inclined toward patience. It didn’t matter. 


The now alien sensation of his cock spreading her open, near splitting her body at the seams, 
was one she would gratefully endure for the rush of vindication. He wasn’t over her. His 
body communicated all of the truth he refused to speak, that he shielded out of his eyes. His 
lids eased closed as he entered her, like coming home, a sighing, contented breath. He had 
lied when he'd said it was over. It would never be over. 


“T knew you still wanted me,” she breathed into his face, a harsh, triumphant pant as he bent 
over her like a tree in an overwhelming gale, forehead pressed to her forehead, fucking her. 


“You'll always fucking want me, Sasha. You can’t fool me.” 


“Maybe I only want this part of you, malyshka,” he told her, reaching down to thumb her clit 
in emphasis, a coarse rub that made her tense, hard, around him, “Did you ever think of 
that?” 


She slapped him — easy, openhanded; a retributive strike. He slapped her back, reddening her 
cheek, fit his hand around her throat again, warning her, “Behave, malyshka. My patience for 
you is wearing thin.” 


“You already had this part of me, remember?” she snarled, reaching up to take hold of either 
side of his dress shirt, which hung open on his body, framing the taut expanse of his 
abdomen, his chest, pulling him into her, urging him into her body, as her thighs shook with 
the strain of holding them so far apart. “It wasn’t enough. Or was that little speech of yours 
complete bullshit?” she demanded. Now would be the time to admit it, when she was totally 
pliant beneath him, twice as likely to forgive. 


“Be quiet, Alina,” he commanded. “You asked for this cock and I obliged. But if you can’t 
manage to take it with a little gratitude, Ill have to stop.” 


“Like hell you will,” she disagreed, a feral hiss between her teeth. 


He pulled out of her sharply, demonstrating just how easy it would be for him to deny her, but 
she was not so content, this time, to let it go, flung herself forward, after him, as he withdrew. 
Using her own momentum to his advantage, he pinned her down over the counter, grip harsh 
around the back of her neck, forcing her cheek hard against the cool laminate of the 
countertop. 


"What do you say, malyshka?" he demanded, raking her hair back out of her face so that he 
could see the side of it, her flushed cheek and pained wince as she panted beneath the weight 
of his hand on her neck. "Don't tell me you've forgotten your manners already." 


"Please," she choked out, near-instantly. Perhaps once she'd been above such a thing, but she 
reveled, now, in just how low he could bring her, willingly. "Please fuck me, Sasha." 


"That's better," he said, a murmur of approval. 


He drove back up inside of her in a single fluid strike, seating himself inside of her deep, 
pushing her up onto her toes. His pace was punishing now, a deep grind, never really 
withdrawing, merely pushing her body forward with the force of his hips, rocking her back 
onto the invading thickness of his cock. 


Behind her, in the utter madness, the tempest of their combined need, which tore at them like 
the fiercest squall, she could’ve sworn she heard him hiss something between his teeth, so 
low she could scarcely make it out. It sounded a lot like, “Say it again.” 


Dizzy, she tried to turn her head, to look back at him, expression bewildered, cock-stupid, 
and he smacked her ass, hard, driving into her harder, teeth gritted, only animal noises 


crawling up from the depths of his chest, so that she was convinced she’d only imagined an 
utterance that was any more coherent. 


As the mad tension inside of her body coiled tighter and tighter, she felt like her heart was 
going to stop, like she was going to absolutely lose it, spots before her eyes as she reeled off- 
axis, gravity losing out to his inescapable pull. 


He yanked his cock out of her suddenly, a sensation that wrenched a sound out of her that 
was almost anguished, as he used one hand to spread apart the cheeks of her ass and the lips 
of her cunt, and the other to pump his own cock a final few sick-sounding times until he 
spilled across her skin, a scalding wash between her legs, grunting like some heinous beast as 
he painted his seed across her ass and the well-fucked flush of her cunt. 


She felt she could almost combust from the utter torment of this denial, pull literally apart at 
the seams, an extinction event, a cataclysm that would crack the earth at the core to free god 
only knew what. He wouldn't dare. He couldn't possibly. 


He stumbled back and away from her, cursing, a wounded, fricative, “Fuck,” a satisfied 
exhalation of sound. Satisfied. Of course he was satisfied. He reached down to tuck himself 
away, to fasten his pants, like he'd give her one last punctuating smack on the ass and be out 
the door. 


It was his sheer lack of readiness for such a thing that made it possible for Alina to gather 
herself up and stand, hooking her leg around the back of his knee, sweeping him from his 
feet. He buckled like a skyscraper in collapse, capsized. 


He caught himself in an unsteady kneel, planting a knee to keep upright, but quickly, as the 
entire weight of Alina’s body bore down over him, he gave out, allowing her to ride him 
down to the ground, wrestling him onto his back, pinning his arms at his sides with her knees 
as she sat on his chest, sinking clawed fingers into the disheveled coif of his hair, yanking his 
head back, baring the full, delectable expanse of his throat. There was a war inside of her and 
she leaned into it, into every last awful impulse, driven mad by the overwhelming need. 


“You’re not done,” she said, the determination in her voice stony, but fragmented as shale as 
she wiped belligerent tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. 


He freed a hand easily to smack her ass, a stinging retribution, and then seized her around the 
hips, dragging her forward, over his face. 


“Sit, malyshka,” he instructed her, terse. “If you’re so sure that you know what you want, 
then be a big girl and take it.” 


So she did. She straddled his face and lowered herself down over it, reveling in the sight of 
him beneath her as he tilted his chin, obedient, open-mouthed between her legs, hands 
coming up to pull down on her thighs, coaxing her in even closer, grip settling somewhat 
higher, on the cheeks of her ass, palming and squeezing. 


Every muscle in her body went taut, thighs quivering around his ears as she tilted her hips 
forward, grinding the sweet, swollen little pearl of her clit against his outstretched tongue. 


There was something unique about this position, about the way all of her was spread so wide 
open like this, the probing of his tongue almost too keenly anatomical, the wiriness of his 
facial hair almost too wildly opposite of a texture against the silken, impossible softness of 
the inside of her cunt. But fuck if it didn’t draw back the hood of her clit just precisely 
enough to make the sensation of her rubbing it firmly against his tongue fucking exquisite. 


She rocked her hips, riding his face, fingers twining in his dark, product-heavy tresses, urging 
his tongue where she needed it most, pursuing her own satisfaction with a tenacity that was 
almost foreign to her. She needed it, needed it so fucking bad, and he’d denied her once 
already. She'd earned this. 


Suddenly, impossibly, he was sitting up, using his grip cupped beneath her ass to keep her 
aloft, like he was fucking bench-pressing her, to keep his tongue inside of her cunt as he laid 
her down onto her back, pinning her legs into a frog-like straddle and propping himself up on 
his elbows to lap and suck at and worry her little clit with his tongue, a sloppy, almost 
animalistic ferocity. He bore down over her like a storm, absolutely burying his face in her 
cunt, lapping their combined fluids from her skin. 


The contractions of her cunt were so tight, so close together, a single glancing stroke of his 
tongue was all it would’ve taken her to tip forward, catapult into a devastating orgasm that 
promised to totally blind her. And that was when he pulled away, facial hair glistening wet all 
the way down his chin, to sit back on his heels, to tell her that he thought that they should 
stop, that he should go. 


Her brain refused to even process the words — they were noises, only, as she sat up, thighs 
still astraddle, the pressure between her legs now a vibrantly painful thing. “What?” she 
demanded, squinting at him, eyes hazy. 


“T think I should go,” he repeated, pulling himself to his feet to leave as she lay there, 
panting, aching, shipwrecked. 


“You have to be fucking kidding me. You’re such a fucking bastard,” she said, a vicious 
seethe of hatred in the accusation, collapsed back on the hardwood, leaving a sweaty, misted 
imprint of her body behind. She might've started kicking her feet, throwing a full-on tantrum, 
if she'd thought it would get her anywhere. Never with him. 


“T told you this wasn’t a good idea,” he reminded her. Some cautionary tale this was. 
Nostradamus couldn't possibly have predicted this end. 


She peeled open an eyelid to regard him as he stood over her, resituating himself, pulling his 
suit jacket back on. His expression was so fucking smug, she could’ve screamed. 


“T think it would be best if we maintained our distance from now on, Alina,” he said. “We'll 
never be just friends. I think you know that. And clearly, neither of us has any particular gift 
for maintaining appropriate boundaries.” 


She was convinced, now, that he wanted her confused, wanted her out of her mind, wanted 
her to absolutely lose herself, go mad with the torment, cut her hair and tear her clothes and 


pour ashes upon her head. But to what end, if he had no intention of being there to find her 
again, no intention of joining her in that madness, reveling in the unanchoring? 


She pulled herself up onto her elbows to watch him go, and as her front door closed behind 
him, she screamed after him, an enraged, anguished, “Fuck!” slapping her palms down onto 
the hardwood so hard that the impact radiated up her arms. She realized she could scream 
herself blue in the face if she liked, but he was gone just the same. 
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Untethered from the rigid anchor of routine, Alina found that time fell all at once into a 
ponderous slide, beginning to bend and warp out of linear shape, folding in on itself, 
funneling. Days passed by unremarkably; a spill of one after the other, each one practically 
indistinguishable from the last, slipping through her fingers like cupping rainwater, trickling 
out of her grasp. She felt herself drift, purposeless. 


But then Bar Exam preparations had begun in reluctant earnest — she’d held it all off for as 
long as she reasonably could, embroiled deeply in the self-indulgence of lacking any 
commitment to a schedule, dragging it out for a full week longer than any of her friends. In 
the end, it was the simple fluke of running out of pirated episodes of her favorite reality TV 
shows to rewatch that urged Alina back into sluggish forward-motion. 


The only exhortation that was ever offered to her on the topic of Bar preparation was to treat 
the online courses exactly like a typical nine to five — to log in each morning at the same 
time, complete as many lectures and assignments as were scheduled for the day, and log back 
out just in time to have dinner and get ready for bed, budgeting for just enough rest to do it 
all again the next day. All of this while keeping a perfectly even keel, sidestepping any 
burnout. 


The utter banality of it was torturous, unsustainable for she who felt such a compulsion 
toward chaos in the quiet. 


She was a benevolent boss, granting herself as many brief reprieves as she reasonably could, 
when her mind inevitably started to wander, closing her laptop between lecture modules to 
take strolling turns around the library grounds and through the park, letting the sizzling 
overhead glare of the sun feed her vitamin-deficient skin, braving more extended pilgrimages 
to coffee shops to shell out for sugary drinks to boost her caffeine levels, to keep herself 
awake. 


It was a kind of toddlerish conditioning, offering herself a treat for each completed milestone, 
a dangling carrot on a stick. So far, it was working. 


“Can I get a grande iced mocha with sweet cream cold foam and a chocolate croissant 
warmed up?” 


Alina was becoming a fast familiar at the Starbucks nearest the library — she recognized the 
faces of her favorite baristas, reveled in the old coffee ground, burnt espresso shot stench of 
the place, the acoustic guitar-heavy indie soundtrack that played over the speakers, the pastry 
case crawling with flies. 


“Can I get your name?” Ian, who typically worked opening shifts, was behind the counter 
today, uncapped Sharpie lax between his fingers like a lit cigarette, taking orders. He had a 


single dangly cross earring, frosted tips, and a sour expression, the sort that almost dared 
someone to confront him for it. He was Alina’s favorite. 


“Millie,” Alina said. She’d offered a different name nearly every day this week, always 
forgetting the last identity she’d invented for herself. 


“9.65,” Ian said, as though Alina owed him the money personally, and was delinquent in 
paying up. 


Alina slipped her debit into the card reader and was quickly confronted with a flashing error 
message. “Sorry, let me just try another card.” She felt a flush paint her cheeks. 


“No problem!” Ian chirped with an overly saccharine, false note, which suggested that it was, 
actually, a problem. Alina appreciated his transparency. 


She fed her credit card to the machine instead, and the sale went through, thankfully — heaven 
only knew how Ian would have responded otherwise. 


As Alina stood aside, waiting for her espresso shots to be pulled, for her drink to be swirled 
together with the usual slapdash care, she checked her banking app on her phone. It was 
exactly as she’d feared — barren coffers, wiped clean out by her last trip to Trader Joe’s, for 
the chili lime tortilla chips she just couldn’t see studying without. What was worse — she’d 
already been relying on her overtaxed credit card to pick up the slack, which wasn’t a 
strategy with tremendous long-term potential. 


“Millie?” one of the baristas she didn’t recognize, whose glasses frames were almost blocky 
enough to regarded as cubist, called out, sliding her drink out onto the counter. 


It took Alina a beat to respond to the name, one of the greatest dangers of offering an 
identifier that was not her own. Iced mocha in hand, sipping contentedly at the spout, she left 
the café, headed in a familiar direction. 


The earth was tilted sharply in toward the sun this time of year, and everyone seemed to be 
outside, basking in it, as it hung low overhead — peachy-hued, swollen bellied — reveling in 
the baked, hot garbage stench of the city, the heat rising up from the pavement. There was 
such a distinct energy during the summer; a buzz — a loud humming note, which was equal 
parts irritation and possibility. 


“Shouldn’t you be studying for the Bar right now?” Mal asked Alina as he met her at his 
apartment door, standing aside to admit her, clad in basketball shorts and a collared polo — his 
work from home uniform; business up top, zero effort on the bottom, out of the webcam’s 
reach. 


“T am,” Alina said. “I’m taking a lunch break,” she took an emphatic chomp out of her 
chocolate croissant to demonstrate, setting aside her watered-down iced coffee on his kitchen 
counter. “Sitting in front of that computer eight hours a day is fucking agony — I needed a 
breather.” 


Her thighs, beneath the flippy hem of her skirt, were red hot and abraded from the friction of 
the walk over — she picked up an Esquire magazine that had been discarded on his counter 
and started fanning between her legs. Mal watched, bewildered but spellbound. 


“T don’t know how Zoya does it without taking a break,” Mal agreed, evoking mention of his 
fiancé almost as if he were reminding himself of her. “All I know is, I’m not allowed to talk 
to her until five, or she freaks out on me.” 


“Yeah, she’s superhuman,” Alina said in a vague, detached way, taking a perusing turn 
around Mal’s apartment, which appeared thoroughly the same as she remembered it from the 
many wasted evenings she’d spent there — she ducked her head into his bedroom to confirm 
that yes, he still had the same navy blue bedding, the same desperately flat pillows at the 
head of the bed, deeply yellowed beneath the protective cover of their cases. 


“This does not look like the apartment of a guy who lives with his fiancé,” she commented, 
joining him in the living room, where he was sat with his work laptop open on the coffee 
table, a PlayStation controller in hand, a battlefield of empty energy drink cans and opened 
chip bags spread across the table’s surface. 


“Yeah, well, it’s not,” he replied, shrugging, launching back into the on-screen military 
directive, thumbs flying. 


“You're telling me Zoya hasn’t moved in yet?” Alina clarified, surprised, staring around the 
apartment with greater scrutiny. She could see it fairly clearly now — no identifiable personal 
effects in the room that were not Mal’s; save, maybe, the gilded frame on his bookshelf with 
a picture from their engagement, with Zoya holding her ring up to the camera, beaming. A 
posted sign, a warning. 


“No, she’s keeping her place,” Mal explained. “We’re not moving in together until after the 
wedding.” 


Alina was amused by the audaciousness of it — leaving all of the little peculiarities that came 
along with cohabitation until after they were tethered for life. Every unpleasant surprise 
would simply have to be endured. As a great fan of making things harder for herself than they 
necessarily needed to be, Alina approved of the plan. 


“T thought it should be sooner,” Mal said, perhaps anticipating the track Alina’s mind was on, 
“But she wants to have her own space for as long as possible, I guess. I don’t know,” he 
shrugged, appearing thoroughly and genuinely unconcerned. That was Mal all over. 


“What did you want to come by for, anyway?” he finally asked her, pausing his game after 
they’d sat in prolonged silence for a while, each individually engrossed in his on-screen 
samurai’s journey. “I have work I need to do.” 


It certainly seemed like it. “I need to borrow some money,” Alina said, deciding it was 
probably best to just be out with it. There was no real way to soften the blow, at least any way 
she was willing to. 


“Are you joking?” Mal scoffed, turning toward her, expression composed of equal parts 
amusement and disbelief. 


“Not at all,” Alina said. 


“Why the fuck would I lend you money, Alina?” he set aside his controller completely to 
demand. Annoyed, now, by her daring. 


“T don’t know, to be a pal?” she shrugged. “I just need you to spot me a couple thousand until 
I pass the Bar Exam and start working. I can pay you back after my first paycheck. Ill be 
making enough.” She even believed herself, in that moment, making the claim that she’d pay 
him back without hesitation. In reality, he would probably have to work a bit harder to collect 
a dime from her. But that certainly wasn’t part of the pitch. 


“Ts this not embarrassing for you?” he asked. He appeared to be after an honest answer, not 
just suggesting that she ought to feel embarrassed, though that was certainly implied. 


Was she embarrassed? She searched herself and couldn’t locate that telltale piquant burn. 
Perhaps to be embarrassed for someone to see you in a particular light, you would’ve had to 
care about them much more than she cared about Mal. 


“Do you want it to be embarrassing for me?” She asked, tilting her head slightly as she 
regarded him. Would that have pleased him, to see her laid low by her monetary woes? She 
supposed she could play along, if he insisted...Rich people were such unrepentant sadists. 


“Say I front you this money,” he offered, hypothetical, “What, exactly, would I get in return?” 
It was a little lascivious, to be sure — the sly quirk of his lips, the hungry cast to his eyes. 
Fairly predictable, as Mal went. 


“How about in exchange, I agree not to show Zoya the texts you send me when you’re drunk, 
begging to hook up?” Alina offered. 


She watched, devouring the abrupt shift in his expression as he blanched, the color draining 
totally from his face. But he was not long to recover, and as he regained his composure, his 
expression hardened, eyes going flinty. “She wouldn’t believe you,” he said. “She would just 
think you’re trying to split us up out of jealousy.” 


“Maybe,” Alina shrugged. To be fair, it was completely possible that Zoya would respond in 
such a way — she wasn’t exactly predictable when it came to Mal. “But on the off-chance that 
she is looking for a way out of this wedding, it would give her a pretty good excuse to call 
things off, no?” she pointed out. 


If Alina knew one thing about Mal, it was that at his core, he was deeply, deeply insecure. 
That insecurity was the id, driving each and every one of his reactions, interactions. And 
what a fine pair they’d always made because of it, each allowing their self-doubt to devour 
them, to blind them to reason. 


“How much?” He demanded, teeth gritted. 


Ultimately, Alina ended up asking him for an extra thousand more than she strictly needed — 
after all, she knew the money meant next to nothing to Mal. Not to mention, Zoya was dead- 
set on having a destination bachelorette thrown in her honor, which would be a tremendous 
fund-suck. And in a way, that was all Mal’s fault to begin with. 


The Zelle transfer that hit her bank as she took her leave of his place was something — 
provided her with sufficient padding, for the time being, to keep her afloat. But it wasn’t 
going to last forever. 


Alina’s strategy, or more so the pattern she’d fallen into the following afternoon, was to pause 
almost every twenty minutes into the Civil Procedure lecture she was watching at two-times 
speed, filling in the gaps in the Bar prep workbook’s outline as she went along, licking chili 
lime seasoning dust from her free hand. 


In each intermission, she would allow herself five minutes, timed, to fuck around on the 
internet, taking personality quizzes, reading articles on celebrity relationships, scrolling 
through social media feeds — anything for the briefest hit of serotonin, a little lawless 
distraction. 


As her timer ticked down, hourglass sands streaming out on the only five minutes that truly 
belonged to her, she found herself wondering what the fuck she even went to law school for, 
if this was what it all boiled down to — memorizing heaps upon heaps of information she 
would promptly erase from her mind soon as the test concluded, Googling any of the black 
letter law she needed in practice later on. 


Was the Bar Exam just another outdated hazing ritual, a gating item to keep out the poor, or 
those whose intelligence skewed less toward the rehearsed? Almost certainly. And yet, what 
choice did she have but to endure it? 


A headline scrolled across the homepage of a legal news website she’d navigated to, halting 
her in her browsing tracks. The fact that she was even reading legal news was perhaps the 
most telling demonstration of all that she was bored out of her mind. 


Neil Zeller Named CEO of Anvil Corporation, the article’s title proclaimed, all in bold. 


Who in the literal fuck was Neil Zeller? Alina clicked impatiently, several times, on the link 
to the article, the library’s shoddy WiFi thwarting her efforts to digest as much information as 
feasibly possible in as few scrolling seconds as she could. 


According to the rest of the article, which Alina scrutinized with careful attention, the former 
CEO of Anvil Corporation, Aleksander Morozova, was said to be remaining on the 
company’s board of directors, but was stepping down from active management of the 
company. It offered no reason why, no more information beyond the basics of it, save for 
stating, in the article’s footer, that her firm would be handling the transactional components 
of the transition. 


There was no sense in it. That company was Aleks’ Jife; his livelihood. And he was handing 
it over, now, to someone called Neil? 


Alina spent the next hour executing various internet searches for more articles about Anvil 
and about Aleksander, trying various keyword combinations to call up new information, but 
didn’t glean anything further from her study about his leaving the company. Why in god’s 
name would he ever step away? What did he plan to do instead? And with whom? 


Spiraling down a rabbit hole for a few hours more, Alina scoured the internet for any social 
media profiles of his, old or current, of which there were none — he was so infuriatingly 
private. What she wouldn’t have given for even a fucking Linkedin post right about now. 


Annoyed, she upped the ante on invasiveness, conducting public records searches for his 
marriage certificate, his late wife’s death certificate, just to see them, devouring all the 
information the internet had to offer her about his life, which she’d been too afraid to search 
for back when they’d first met, but now clung to as if it might equal the sum of him, the only 
pieces that were within her reach. 


Lastly, she looked up the address of his apartment, wanting to see interior shots of his place 
on Zillow, to remind herself of the space, to better picture him inside of it. 


And found that his unit was for sale. 


She descended immediately into a bewildered spiral — broken winged, dropping down out of 
the sky, a meteoric crash. What could it possibly mean, that he was selling his apartment? 
Was he engaged to Lara? Were they moving into their marital home? Was he leaving the 
country, going on his bucket listed sailing trip with her? 


On the Google business page for his building, Alina signed into her fake Google profile, 
under the name Sandra Martin, which she used often to cyber bully businesses that wronged 
her, like the smoothie place where an employee had once blended an acrylic nail into her 
drink, or the McDonald’s where a worker had yelled at her for drunkenly swiping someone 
else’s order from the counter. 


She left behind a masterfully crafted, scathing review which claimed that there were huge, 
greasy rats in the building, particularly in apartment Penthouse D. Sandra Martin’s firsthand 
account also detailed how once, in the building’s hallway, a tall man with dark hair touched 
himself in front of her while she was trying to carry her groceries in, and he’d had the tiniest 
member she’d ever seen in her life, a hated little button. 


Would such a report stop literally any sane person from renting a place in New York City 
which had both in-unit laundry and a dishwasher? Probably not. But she felt a little better, 
nonetheless, after doing it, like she was buying herself time, clearing the space to take a 
shaky breath in. 


Finding it near impossible to refocus, Alina took a stroll later that afternoon to a smaller local 
café, selecting a new venue as much for a change of pace as because Ian, the last time she 


was at her usual Starbucks, had asked her, ““Wasn’t your name Millie last time?” which she’d 
seen as a total breach of their covenant to regard one another with utter, almost impolite 
indifference. Walking a few extra blocks seemed worth avoiding the affront. 


Reaching for the café door, Alina’s outstretched arm crossed the trajectory of another — 
looking up, she locked startled gazes with Lara. The Lara she’d spent the greater half of the 
afternoon hating with a ferocity that bordered on fanatical, a hatred she’d meditated on, 
feeding like a sick little pet, scrolling Lara’s Instagram, liking posts that were years deep, just 
to fuck with her head, just to attempt to occupy as much space in her mind. The Lara she’d 
left that fairly impertinent voicemail a few weeks back... 


She was beginning to recognize, in slow, agonizing turns, that perhaps she’d channeled her 
scorned energies in an unfair direction. 


They stared at one another, each half-reaching for the café door, suspended in a stunned 
silence. It was quite like seeing a giraffe out of its enclosure at the zoo — Alina wasn’t quite 
sure how to behave, or how safe she was out in the open like this, unprotected. 


“J —” Lara began to say just as Alina blurted, “After you,” gesturing with an awkward 
flourish toward the door handle, welcoming her to be the first to take it in hand. 


Lara smiled, a tight, close-lipped smile, pulling open the door and holding it for Alina, 
encouraging her to go ahead in. The exact kind of classy, demur gesture Alina had no earthly 
idea how to receive. 


“Look, I—” Lara started to speak again as they joined the queue before the register, which 
was already about four people deep, guaranteeing that if they were to stand together in 
stubborn silence, they’d smother in it long before they got an opportunity to order their iced 
coffees. 


“Listen, I—” Alina said at the exact same time. “Go ahead,” she urged her, a fierce flush 
rising into her cheeks like heat rash. 


“T just wanted to say, Aleks and I aren’t back together. I got the impression that you might’ve 
thought so,” Lara finally managed, uninterrupted. 


“T wonder where from,” Alina joked, teeth bared in a chagrined grimace. 


They laughed together, but it had a distinctly stilted edge, the discomfort hovering heavy 
around them like a choking vapor cloud. If they didn’t do something to disperse it, and fast, it 
was an almost assured end. 


“I’m sorry,” Alina said. She lacked the strength to specify what, exactly, she was sorry for — 
hoped Lara would be inclined to simply accept the blanket apology in the spirit it was 
intended, which was in the spirit of someone who rarely apologized for anything, but who 
was now extending a shaky olive branch, painfully cautious of being rebuffed. 


“Me, too,” Lara said, which was likely intended to cover circumstances entirely separate, 
since she didn’t really have anything to apologize for, aside from knowing Aleksander first, 


which arguably couldn’t be helped. “I meant it when I said that you two seemed great 
together.” 


They were interrupted again, briefly, as Lara stepped up in line to order her coffee. She 
insisted on covering Alina’s, too, which Alina allowed only to avoid further unease between 
them, a danger that seemed not far out of sight, yet. Alina ordered a plain iced coffee, 
because it was cheaper than what she’d actually intended to order, though she hated plain 
black coffee. 


As they doctored their drinks with whole milk and sugar packets, Lara asked her if she 
wanted to sit down together for a chat, and Alina found that she did want to, or at least felt 
that she could stomach it. 


“So, what happened?” Lara asked her, peculiarly like they were old friends, like it was old 
hat for them, discussing matters of the heart. Even more strangely, her ease engendered 
Alina’s own, so that she felt not confronted by the inquiry, but listened to. What did she really 
have to lose, in opening up to Lara? Precious little that she hadn’t already lost. 


“T don’t know,” Alina sighed heavily. She considered a thousand different lies, weighing 
them equally, before settling on the feared truth. “7 happened, I guess.” 


Lara nodded, green eyes knowing, sympathetic. “Been there before.” 


“T tend to think the worst of things, so if it was the worst possible reason, then I guess maybe 
he just got bored,” Alina shrugged. “Maybe he saw me in the wrong light, and realized I just 
wasn’t that interesting.” It was her fatal flaw — she was a falling star, captured in hand, fated 
to burn itself out. A bright, shiny thing, that once its dulled, simply wasn’t worth the hassle 
anymore. 


“What reason did he give you for the break up?” Lara asked, accurately intuiting that 
Aleksander’s provided reasoning might have deviated, somewhat, from the hideous truth 
Alina feared. 


“He alluded to being tired of waiting for me to fully commit,” Alina admitted with a shrug. 
“Wanting to settle down, and thinking that I wasn’t capable of it. Which, you know...he may 
have a point about. But I don’t think he was as ready as he was pretending to be, either.” Try 
as she might, she couldn’t get past that particular point — could he really have handled being 
committed to her? Her as she was, not as he wished that she would be? 


“Was there anything in particular holding you back from that kind of commitment? Aside 
from thinking that he was bluffing?” Lara was playing psychotherapist, now, might as well 
have been taking down notes on Alina’s behaviors for later analysis. Alina felt studied, but 
not scrutinized, which was strange. 


“Nothing original,” Alina scoffed at herself as she thought of it. “Crippling self-doubt, mostly 
— that I’m even interesting enough to hold his attention if I give in and take away the chase; 
that being unavailable might’ve been the only part of me that was exciting. That if he really 
knew me, he would’ve been totally put off.” 


There lived inside of Alina a debilitating fear that the parts of herself Aleksander was so 
frustrated with her for keeping out of his reach would have been the same parts that, in the 
end, would have driven him away, had she let him get that close. 


She’d tried, already, and valiantly, to turn him off of her with all of her flashier, more 
obnoxious traits, the messy parts that had been impossible to hide, and that she had already 
accepted as immutable parts of who she was. 


But all the while, some part of her had known that all it would’ve taken was to be completely 
honest, completely vulnerable, to need him as much as she knew she would if she’d let 
herself, to send him reeling, to change his mind. 


“T think everyone has that fear, don’t they?” Lara said. “I think we all worry that one day 
we’ll say too much, reveal too much of ourselves, and the other person will just...recoil in 
disgust. It’s like impossible to imagine that anyone could be cool with the parts of us we hate 
about ourselves, because we think of them as objectively awful.” 


“Objectively awful...yeah, that about sums me up,” Alina joked, an awkward self-effacing 
that really wasn’t like her. So much of her artifice had been stripped away now — she was 
clinging to the last vestiges of anything that would hide her from view. 


They laughed, but the sound was tinted faintly by something weightier, almost melancholic. 


“T don’t think you gain anything by never finding out,” Lara finally said. “I’ve always felt 
like it was better to put it all out there and say take it or leave it.” 


“Maybe,” Alina said, a marked trepidation crawling its inevitable way in. “But I don’t know. 
I’m like...really angry. No part of me feels like making some sappy grand gesture to express 
my devotion after he just /eft me like he did. And it may be too late, anyway. He stepped 
down from his company, and he’s selling his apartment — it seems like he’s sailing off into the 
sunset with someone who’s not me.” 


That was really the rub — her own stubbornness, and her unwillingness to forgive, if standing 
in the way of something, were an absolutely unscaleable obstacle. There was nothing she 
could do to put them aside. She would suffer forever, live willingly in the deepest mire of her 
own misery, before she would let him get away with scorning her. 


“Oh, I heard about that,” Lara said. “I think someone in his circle said he’s looking at 
properties overseas. I don’t know where. France, maybe?” 


Alina’s heart wrenched. Not France. Not without her. 


“T still say fuck it,” Lara insisted. “Nothing ventured, nothing gained. If you spill your guts, 
at least you’ ll feel somewhat vindicated that there was nothing more you could’ve done. It’ Il 
be his fault, then, that it didn’t work out. And no one says it has to be sappy. You can express 
yourself as aggressively as you see fit.” 


An aggressive declaration of her undying need for him. Alina tried to envision what that 
might look like, but couldn’t see it beyond the anger, which loomed, behemoth, in the way of 


every other imagining. 


Lara’s advice was good, was totally sound, and yet Alina thought she would gladly die before 
taking it. She might have been able to bear the not knowing. But actually offering all of 
herself to him, giving him the power to take it or leave it, and having him reject her again... 
how could she possibly be expected to survive that? 


Before, Aleksander had really only been rejecting his own idea of her, an image he had 
constructed himself, cobbling it together out of what she’d allowed him to see — but if he 
were to reject the real, full picture of her, with every false face she’d ever worn for him cast 
to the wayside? 


It was not the kind of devastation, Alina thought, that one ever recovered from. 


“You look like a god damned angel,” Genya breathed, amber eyes flickering with a gob- 
smacked delight. “Mal would literally shit himself if you came down the aisle in that dress.” 


“Your tits look insane,” Alina added, with an awed, appreciative edge. 


The lighting in the bridal salon was clear but soft, spilling down overhead like afternoon light 
through a canopy of trees, haloing Zoya’s veiled head as she stood in a gown with a 
crystalline bodice, swirling the billowing tulle skirt to and fro. She was like a princess in a 
meadow’s clearing, stood upon on a pedestal, framed on all sides by mirrors. Her skin 
appeared lit from within with all of her eager anticipation, flush on the rosy apples of her 
cheeks. 


Alina and Genya were the only two bridesmaids who had received an invite to the 
afternoon’s dress shopping excursion. Zoya had already dragged all six of her bridesmaids 
along to several other appointments at various bridal salons in the city, rotating into the cast 
of characters various combinations of her mother, grandmother, and future mother-in-law. 


Each appointment had been a disaster; the severest case of too many cooks in the kitchen — 
contrasting opinions about every dress rising into an overwhelming clamor. Zoya had found it 
impossible to distill so many competing voices down into any clear direction, so she’d pared 
down the entourage severely. 


Genya and Alina, for whatever reason, had been judged the most agreeable, or at least (more 
likely) the most available, and so were left to sit aside on the plush, tufted velvet sofa outside 
the dressing room, sipping at cheap Prosecco and fawning over every selection Zoya swept 
out in, turning this way and that before the mirrors, studying the willowy line of her body in 
every silhouette. 


“Ts it too booby?” Zoya asked, wrinkling her nose and yanking at the shelf of the dress, 
which had a fairly severe cut down its center, plunging nearly to her breastbone, offering her 
tits up like luscious, heaving fruits. 


“Ts that a thing?” Alina asked. If she had Zoya’s rack, she thought she’d go topless 
everywhere. 


“T don’t know...I feel like all of these dresses are starting to look the same to me. Why don’t 
you each pick something for me to try on? Maybe if I put on something I would literally 
never choose for myself,” oddly, Zoya looked directly at Alina as she said this, “It’1l make 
one of my choices stand out to me.” 


Like the obedient little bridesmaids they’d been called to be, Genya and Alina descended 
upon the racks of bridal gowns as Zoya was hustled back into the changing room to be 
stripped out of the too-chesty selection. Paging through the dresses, Alina lingered for a 
while on one in particular, drinking in every detail, touching the fabric with an unfamiliar 
reverence, feeling it spill, silken, through her fingers. 


It was a sort of avant-garde number; a satin, square-necked sheath with long, soft tulle 
sleeves that were almost tiered, elasticized ribbons gathering the fabric at the wrists, elbows, 
and mid-shoulders. Alina so loved a fun sleeve. Never had a garment so distinctly stood out 
as her before, embodying her very essence. 


“T love that,” Zoya exclaimed from over her shoulder, startling Alina out of her momentary 
reverie. “I want to try that one first.” 


Alina said goodbye to the dress, to the very idea of it, knowing for certain that Zoya would 
choose it. And what would she ever need a wedding dress for, anyway? Another thing that 
was never really hers, and never would be. 


They left the boutique after Zoya’s measurements and payment were recorded, shuffled out 
into the tourist-heavy, window-shopping trudge down Madison Ave, where Zoya insisted on 
“popping in” to Manolo Blahnik to look for a pair of white heels to pair with the dress. Now 
that she was going in a decidedly different direction style-wise, the Swarovski-encrusted pair 
of red bottoms she’d ordered for the special day struck her as far too gauche. 


For a shoe store, it was museum-like in its aggressively cultivated sparsity, shoes elevated, 
pedestaled, on Romanesque columns. Proceeding in past a central circular display of louder, 
summertime prints, they gravitated toward the larger, lighted glass displays at the back of the 
store. 


Alina was halted in her tracks as she recognized a familiar figure, dressed all in black, 
carrying a bagged purchase toward the door. The arthritis-tiny but mightily unpleasant 
Baghra Morozova. 


Alina wondered whether she was cursed to run into every person in New York with any 
connection to Aleksander Morozova. If there truly was no escape from these constant 
reminders of him, maybe Alina was the one who needed to divest herself of her job and 
apartment and leave the city. 


Alina hurriedly turned her back, a sharp rotation on her heel, dipping her chin to hide her face 
behind the curtain of her hair, pretending to look intently at a spike heeled boot, praying to be 
passed over as surely as if she had painted her doorframe with lamb’s blood. 


“Hello, Alina,” came the familiar, almost laughably pompous voice at her back. “Of all 
places I would have anticipated for our paths to cross again, I confess, this comes as a 
surprise.” 


“Yeah, oddly they haven’t put a Boot Barn in on Madison Ave yet, or I would’ve been all 
over it, instead,” Alina replied, deadpan. 


Baghra remained stony-faced, with those disapproving crow’s eyes, staring Alina down hard, 
gaze withering. “I heard that you and my son went your separate ways,” she said, once she’d 
allowed her lack of amusement the appropriate measure to resonate. 


“To put it mildly,” Alina replied, clipped. Wasn’t one of the very few upsides of losing 
Aleksander supposed to be that she would no longer have to endure the disapproval of his 
mother? 


“Can’t say I expected more,” Baghra commented with a haughty upturn to her nose, in an 
almost sighing, disdainful breath, “I sensed an underlying weakness in you.” 


“Well, it’s been such a delight to run into you, but I should really get back to my friends,” 
Alina insisted, in no mood to stand by and present herself for further critique. She really was 
under no obligation to do it, now. Still, she could remind herself of that a hundred times, and 
still never have the strength to simply turn unilaterally away from Baghra’s conversation. The 
woman had an enviable quiet strength, an irrefutable, wordless command. 


“Aleksander, in many ways, 1s still very much the scared little boy from the Bronx whose 
father left him,” Baghra said, as though she hadn’t heard Alina’s paltry attempt to excuse 
herself. “There is weakness in him, too, despite my best efforts to make him strong. I suppose 
you can’t very well expect two broken people to mend one another, can you?” 


Funny, how Alina might have described Aleksander in a thousand ways, but would never 
have thought of him as broken. Not the way she was — wearing her cracks on the surface, 
glaring fissures in the facade of her personhood. But that was just it, wasn’t it? Aleksander 
had simply been more successful in burying it deeper, spackling over it all, shoring up the 
weakness. It might have been missed by a cursory inspection, but it was still there. 


“But it is a pity that you were not so stubborn as I originally thought,” Baghra shrugged, 
somehow looking down at Alina, though she stood at least two inches shorter, “Stubborn 
women make strong babies.” 


Alina felt like she was choking on her tongue, so she mustered no response, witty or 
otherwise. Baghra eventually turned away, bidding her goodbye, sweeping out of the store. 


“Who was that?” Genya asked as Alina sidled up to her in front of one of the shoe displays. 
Behind them, Zoya was totally engrossed in her grossly monied endeavor, a sales associate 
knelt before her with about five different shoe selections fanned out in open boxes, most of 
them not even white at all. 


“T don’t know, just some rich old broad,” Alina shrugged. “She was offering to buy my eggs 
so she could genetically engineer perfect grandchildren.” 


“What a psycho,” Genya scoffed. “Should’ve told her how much you drink — your eggs are 
probably pickled.” 


“Drank,” Alina corrected her. 


“Right,” Genya rolled her eyes. 


“What’s up with you?” Zoya asked Alina, a fairly confrontational inquiry, as they, along with 
Genya, shared a bottle of wine and an order of spicy rigatoni together later on in the evening. 


They were sat out on the patio of an Italian restaurant, right on the water, staring up at the 
illuminated girders of the Brooklyn Bridge, which loomed, monolithic, overhead. 


Alina had invited herself along on their little date, knowingly overstaying her welcome 
amongst her two best friends, as she so desperately wanted not to go home yet, to the quiet, 
to the great alone. But the cocktail hour was not so much an outing for pleasure as for 
business — Zoya had arranged the meet in order to prime Genya on her expectations for the 
bachelorette party, which she was supposed to know nothing about, but intended to plan 
almost entirely herself. 


“She’s distraught, because she loves Aleksander,” Genya answered in Alina’s stead, dredging 
a hank of bread through a slurry of olive oil and herbs. 


“T do not,” Alina insisted, frowning, petulant as a third grader accused of having a crush. “I 
loathe him.” 


“She loves him,” Genya repeated, “But won’t admit it, and he doesn’t want to be with her if 
she’s going to be an immature twat who can’t even talk about how she feels and threatens to 
dip at the slightest provocation. Which, strangely, she finds unreasonable.” 


Zoya raised an eyebrow, soliciting Alina’s confirmation or denial of the indictment. 


“You're forgetting that he never told me that he loved me, either. So isn’t it equally likely that 
he has absolutely no feelings for me, and was just too chicken shit to say it?” Alina pointed 
out. Obviously when Genya described things that way, Alina sounded like problem in the 
relationship. But that wasn’t even half of the picture. 


“Or, he was afraid to say it to someone as emotionally divorced and fickle as you are,” Genya 
countered. “And can you really blame him?” 


Alina was not at all stung by this characterization of her — fickle probably summarized her 
exactly. She found her own emotions, own desires and aversions, to be unpredictable as a 
riptide, her hatred and adoration never truly more than a breath apart. But it had been so 
different with Aleksander. As much as she’d resisted recognizing it, her feelings for him had 
been fairly constant, a low-level, predictable tide that rose and rose, ever sweeping in. 


“T still think it was fucked up, regardless, to just dump me, instead of admitting that he was 
afraid, too,” Alina argued. She stabbed emphatically at the rigatoni shells, forking them up 


into her mouth, filling up the empty roil inside of her with pasta. 
“That’s fair,” Genya agreed. “But in his position, what would you have done?” 


Alina blanched, lips parted slightly, though no sound issued through — at the point that she 
realized she was just catching flies, with no answer to come, she closed her mouth. 


“Right,” Genya said, gloating. “See, you two are too alike for your own good. You both lean 
too far into the flight response. You just have to get over that shit, and everything will be 
fine.” 


“That’s rough,” Zoya said, her voice a hollow tone, resonating with disinterest. She was 
clearly annoyed that the conversation was no longer centered totally around her, and they had 
run out the clock on how long she would tolerate it. 


“Anyway, I was thinking Nashville for the bachelorette,” she redirected. “I know it’s been 
done to death, but I look so fucking good in cowboy boots, I feel like I can’t deny the rest of 
the world the experience of seeing it.” 


“Have you seen him recently?” Alina blurted, willingly submitting herself to the whim of 
Zoya’s mounting frustration. 


“Aleks?” Zoya clarified, then shrugged. “I don’t know. There was some thing tonight that 
Mal and I were supposed to go to, but he has to work late. I’m guessing Aleks is going, 
though.” 


Mal, of course, was cage fighting tonight and not, in fact, working late, but Alina made this 
edit internally, since she and Mal were in a sort of uneasy cahoots now. “What thing? 
Where?” She quizzed Zoya, her ability to feign subtlety somewhat tempered by her 
desperation to garner every possible detail. 


“Lara’s gallery has an opening tonight. Some artist that makes all of her paints out of her own 
menstrual blood, or some horrific shit like that,” Zoya said, launching immediately afterward 
into the proposition that they hold the bachelorette, instead, in Palm Springs. A sort of Old 
Hollywood vibe — and by old, meaning the early 2000s. 


“Oh my god, just go,” Genya finally insisted, interrupting Zoya again, apparently distracted 
by whatever journey Alina was on facially, emoting behind the rim of her wine glass. “We 
didn’t even invite you here in the first place.” 


“T’m not going to go,” Alina scoffed. “I’m not that fucking pathetic.” 


She sat there a beat longer, foot rattling beneath the table with a barely restrained anxious 
energy, nudging it from underneath, causing their water glasses to ripple, as though some 
earthquake were impending. She couldn’t stop replaying Lara’s advice in her head, a 
reverberating loop. 


Express yourself aggressively...rail at him...make him rue the day he scorned you. He should 
suffer. He should suffer. As she remembered it, it had been approximately along those lines. 


Alina was standing without meaning to, synapses firing, void of any conscious direction. “I 
just need to get some air,” she explained. “I’m not going to that opening,” she insisted as 
Genya gave her a dubious look. “I'll be right back.” 


She paced back to the table as something struck her, leaning in to say, “Zoya, I have to be 
honest. I liked the dress with the crystals on the bodice better. Your tits looked fucking 
amazing in it, and Mal picked you because you have better tits. Just saying.” 


“You guys need another round?” she called back to them as she turned from the table again. 
“T’m still hungry — we should try the pesto. I’ll grab the waiter on my way back in.” 


“She is so fucking annoying,” she overheard Zoya complaining as she departed. 


Alina stood out on the curb for a while, vaping furiously — billowing clouds haloing her like a 
fruity, hazy crown — trying to coax the mad tension out of her body, willing it out of her 
muscles, particularly the thumb that hovered over the touch screen of her phone, open to an 
Uber summons that awaited her confirmation. She willed herself not to give in, not to press 

it. 


All she could think was: wouldn’t it be so satisfying to finally give him a piece of her mind? 
Ultimately, the hardest-won battle Alina would ever have to fight was learning to love herself 
exactly as she was, which meant accepting that it was simply not in her nature to ever rise 


above anything. It was her practical earthly imperative to always have the last word. 


And so, in the end, she pressed the button. 
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Anticipation roiled in Alina’s stomach like the churn of white-capped waves in the fiercest of 
squalls as she pulled open the door to the Id Gallery; sea-legged, the unsteadiness of her 
internal waters setting her knees to quake. 


There was a sense she had, one she could not shake, that this was the point where every 
diverging path that her life might otherwise have taken would join, narrowing down to only 
this moment, a funneling of time through a single, fated point. The only way forward, now, 
was through. 


She strode purposefully past the gallery’s reception area, waving vaguely in the direction of 
an employee who was checking in the invited guests on an iPad. If Alina had learned one 
lesson of any value in life, it was that if you carried yourself with absolute confidence, you 
could get away with just about anything — it was hesitation that they scented on the wind, 
descended upon like starved dogs. 


Tonight, she would not hesitate. 


Like a heat-seeking missile, she squared her sights on the rangy, impeccably suited form of 
Aleksander Morozova — spotting him on the clear horizons of the room, despite that his back 
was turned to her as he stood embroiled in conversation with at least four other people, 
Baghra among them. 


Alina could have identified him by the pomade-coaxed coif of his hair, the bold curves of his 
ears, the space where the nape of his neck met the starchy collar of his dress shirt — any one 
of these things in isolation. But she could as easily have identified him without sight, like 
there existed between them some indefinable magnetic field, ever drawing her in his 
direction. 


Perhaps Baghra alerted him to her approach, or perhaps he, too, felt the uncanny tugging of 
that gravitational pull, but he turned then to face her, in the slow, inexorable way of a plant 
seeking light, and she like the brilliant, returning burst of the sun, cresting over the horizon 
again. She watched his eyes widen, watched his breath catch behind the distinct notch of his 
Adam’s apple as she cut a path toward where he stood, cleaving down the center of the room 
like a thrown blade. 


It was still, even now, the way it had always been for her when she first saw him, when she 
caught his eye from across a crowded room — like every competing, clamoring thing in the 
world had drawn suddenly back, a parted tide, leaving only the two of them, alone together 
on earth. A sensation so like coming home that it robbed her of all breath. 


Her chest ached like it would crack, right at the center, the thousand ribbons of her desire and 
fear and pain unspooling, wildly, at her feet. This was the moment — the culmination of their 


every touch; every word they had ever spoken. She held that knowledge inside of her and let 

it crystallize, along with the image of him stood there, watching her approach, eyes narrowed 
in trepidation. She would never tire of seeing such a man made uneasy by her mere presence 

in a room. 


“Jesus, Alina, what are you doing here?” he demanded of her, catching her at the elbows to 
steady her as she barreled toward him. There was a flicker of something that was neither fear 
nor panic in his eyes, but which vacillated somewhere in between. 


“T need to talk to you,” she said, breath gone a little staccato from the hurry, from her overall 
consternation. 


“Why don’t you go grab yourself a glass of champagne?” he suggested, a charming, feigned 
lightness in his tone as he smiled tightly down at her, performing for their audience. “Ill be 
with you in just a moment.” 


“Tt can’t wait.” she insisted, firm. She would not be sent away. Not for even a moment. It had 
already taken so much of the nerve she had, to show up here in the first place. 


“Alina...” he warned thinly through his teeth, still giving her that vacant, fucking polite 
smile. She hadn’t come uninvited to this gallery opening for politeness, to be handled with 
such cool disregard. She had come for chaos, come for blood. 


“I’m pregnant!” she crowed, face screwed up in a distressed rictus as he made a move to turn, 
dismissive, back into the circle of conversation she’d wrenched him out of. 


He whipped back around to face her in a neck-breaking instant, eyes startled, far too much 
white showing, like he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. 


“I’m pregnant, and it’s yours,” she doubled down. 


One of the women Aleksander had been speaking to choked on a sip of champagne, coughed 
spiritedly into a cocktail napkin. Her husband reached across to pat her on the back, focus 
never wavering from the high drama playing itself out for the group’s stunned audience. 
Baghra watched silently, a severe, penciled-in eyebrow arched in a display of quiet 
engagement. 


“But don’t worry about it,” Alina assured Aleksander with a sarcastic scoff. “I won’t be for 
long. I’m going to go ahead and take care of it, if you follow my meaning.” 


He reached out to set fierce claws into her arm, fixing her in his iron grip, to drag her aside, 
off into the corner of the gallery, where two near-identical paintings of flowers joined, deeply 
vulvar in imagery, smearing, deep red petals, womb red. 


In all likelihood, despite the minor relocation, they were still very much within earshot, but 
Aleksander’s companions seemed to catch the implicit direction, and started to disperse, to 
recirculate. 


“Tell me you’re not serious,” he hissed down at her, releasing her arm as she tugged listlessly 
at the bite of his fingers into the flesh. 


“What, about being pregnant?” Alina said, dubious. “God no. Can you fucking imagine?” 
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he practically spat, high nostrils aflare. 
“Do you want a list?” she clarified. 


“Do you have any fucking idea what I would do if I found out that you planned to just take 
care of a baby I put inside of you?” he asked her, low, his tone a little threatening, that ever- 
delectable edge. 


Her instinctive, utterly insane reaction to this was, Uh-oh, Daddy's mad. 


“A fetus is not a baby, Aleksander,” she rolled her eyes. ““That’s an important distinction, you 
know. But we don’t need to get into that right now. That’s not why I’m here.” 


“What are you doing here, Alina?” he said, half like he didn’t, particularly, want to know. 
Like he would as easily have denied her his audience, retribution for her prior trespass, her 
cruel little fiction. 


“J... just needed to see you,” she stammered. She’d meditated on her rage the entire ride 
over, coaxing it to burn brighter and higher, but now that she was here — struck, as always, by 
how devastatingly handsome he was — she found it oddly deoxygenated. “I just wanted...I 
wanted to say...” 


“Spit it out, Alina,” he interrupted, lip curled, unamused. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t 
waste any more of my time. I’m already quite out of patience — best not to press your luck.” 


She looked up into the earthen dark of his eyes, gone so spectacularly cold, like frozen, 
forbidden ground, receding, and wanted, more than anything, to find the words to thaw him, 
to keep him here with her. As it was, he was leagues, already, away. 


“You can’t /eave,” she finally implored him. She sounded so young, even to her own ears, 
like all of her child-self’s fears of abandonment would finally be purged, here, at his feet. 
This moment of catharsis, Alina realized, was her opportunity to rewrite history; to strike out 
every insecurity she’d ever allowed to define her, before it consumed her totally to the bone. 
Like she could be reborn out of the divestiture, made anew. 


“What?” the dark of his eyes crawled with confusion. His gaze was intent on hers and he was 
listening to her like someone who cared that she was hurting, who breathed in her pain as she 
exhaled it, and how could someone who looked at her like that possibly want to be out of her 
life for good? 


But he did, didn’t he? He’d as good as said it. 


“You can’t go to France, you can’t go sailing without me, you can’t just eave New York. 
That’s not how this was supposed to go. It’s not fair — I’m supposed to have more time to 


make this right.” She believed that she could, if he only gave her the time, could glue the 
pieces of them back together, mosaic. 


“Alina, I’m —” Aleksander started to sigh at her, a wearied exhalation of sound. 
“Marry me,” she blurted, interrupting him. 


Forget the entire messy business of Jove — the empty words that never amounted to anything. 
The illusion had been sullied for her. By his own assertion, what he wanted most from her 
was devotion — total and undying. So she would offer him just that. If she’d thought of 
marriage as a farce before, she thought of it now as a kind of salvation. 


“T beg your pardon?” he gawked at her. 
“T want to get married. I want to be married to you.” 


Overhearing the exchange from her front-row vantage, eavesdropping all the while, though 
she’d made a polite quarter-turn toward one of the artworks, offering them the illusion of 
privacy in their conversation, Alina heard Baghra laugh, a surprised scoffing. 


Alina’s voice did not tremble when she spoke again. “Let’s fly to Vegas right now and elope.” 


Her focus on Aleksander’s eyes was unwavering. She watched the shift in the unfathomable 
dark sea of his gaze as he decided she was out of her mind; noted the tight spiral of his 
mounting frustration, the tension that crept into his shoulders and the lines around his eyes. 


Every moment that he hesitated in answering, part of her soul was shriveling, starved of air. 


“Come here. You’re making a scene.” In his usual brusque, disapproving manner, he took 
hold of her arm again and began to lead her through a part in the crowd, toward the back of 
the gallery, out of the purview of the sea of watchful faces, many of whom had likely 
overheard her impassioned proposal. 


“What have you taken, and how many?” Aleksander demanded of her, low, turning in the dim 
track light of the hall to cup her little chin in his hand, to stare down into her eyes, hunting 
out any obvious tell; any blown pupil haze or allergic spectral red. 


“Nothing,” Alina replied, adamant, rounding on him as he pushed her into a back office, 
locking the door at his back. “I’m completely sober. We can do a field sobriety test later. I 
want an answer — yes or no?” 


“This 1s absurd, Alina,” he chastised her. 


The tension between them climbed, in the cramped, claustrophobic space of that office, to its 
final crescendo. She could feel it coming, the moment of awful vindication, where he would 
admit that he would not marry her, because he was not really interested in settling down, and 
perhaps especially with her. When he recoiled instinctually at the suggestion, she would have 
her answer, whether she could bear to hear it or not. 


As she stared back at him, even, refusing to back down from the proposition, his eyes 
hardened — pools of obsidian flashing with frustration. “I don’t think you have a clue what 
you’re asking for, Alina,” he said. 


“Yes, I do,” she argued, terse. “You wanted me to prove that I was choosing you, right? Prove 
that I wanted you and only you? This is me proving it. You want commitment, you’ve got it. 
If you still want me, you can have me forever, or not at all.” Her own ultimatum, freely given 
— she offered it up to him now, handing him her heart on a platter, his to rend at will. 


For the first time since Alina had known him, Aleksander appeared to be without words. He 
studied her, unspeaking, and the one thing she would not bear was his silence. She refused. In 
that moment, he owed her the truth. 


“Say it,” she goaded him. “Tell me you never really cared about me. Tell me you never 
wanted me the way you said you did. Admit it!” She practically shouted. 


He Jaughed; a cruel, condescending sound. “Is that what you really believe, Alina?” He 
asked, a little mocking. “Don’t be ridiculous. I have never lied to you. I told you I wanted 
serious commitment from you. I meant it. | want you to surrender yourself to me totally. I 
won’t be content until I see every last wall of resistance you’ve built between us come down, 
and that hasn’t happened yet. This little performance of yours hasn’t convinced me of that.” 


There was no space for relief, even, at the admission that he did still want her — her confusion 
climbed to obscure any comfort she might otherwise have taken from it. “What do you 
fucking want from me?” she demanded, exasperated. “I’m offering you exactly what you said 
you wanted!” 


“What kind of imbecile do you think I am, Alina?” he retorted. 
“Do you really want an answer to that?” she asked, sharpened to wound. 


“You thought you could come here and make this fucking insane proposition, just to keep me 
on the line, with absolutely no repercussions?” 


Though she might have quibbled some with the wording, he seemed to have a pretty firm 
grasp on the greater picture. Keeping him on the line was exactly the idea. 


“And then, of course, if I didn t go along with it, if I told you that you were being fucking 
ridiculous, which you are, then you’d get to feel vindicated, because you tried to make it 
work, and I’m just the mean old man who broke your heart, right?” there was an imperious 
shine to his eyes, like he knew he was onto something, like he’d seen right through to the 
deceptive root of her. 


“That’s not —” 


“Tt’s the same fucking bullshit as always with you, Alina,” he cut her off. “Lying to yourself, 
lying to me, to keep from having to give yourself over to a single fucking thing that’s real. 
You’re still trying to play your manipulative little games, Alina, but playtime is fucking over. 


I want the truth. I want you to tell me how you really feel. Have a little spine and fucking say 
it. Unless you’re really such an insipid little fool that you still don’t know.” 


He was bullying her to the brink of some unspeakable truth — the prospect of opening her 
mouth, of loosing something so exposing, so honest, into the utter wild between them, was 
the source of an overwhelming anxiety, climbing like choking vines around her, ever- 
constricting. She wouldn’t say it. He couldn’t make her say it. 


“Alina,” he said, desperately soft, an almost defeated breath of sound. 


“T love you, you fucking bastard!” she exclaimed, angry-eyed. “Are you happy? I’m in love 
with you. I didn’t have a fucking clue how I really felt the first time I said it, but I meant it 
then, too. I just hadn’t let myself really fee/ anything yet, because I was too afraid that you 
wouldn’t feel the same. And it seems like you don’t, or maybe you did, but you’ve moved on 
because I refused to fucking see it, and that makes me want to fucking die, because it’s not 
supposed to end like this.” 


She stared up into his eyes, searching them, confused and angry, as he stood before her study, 
infuriatingly composed. His eyes offered her the truth that the poised facade he was putting 
on could not; refracted back all of her own longing and trepidation, doubled. 


“Do you feel the same?” she hazarded to ask him, her voice wavering, eyes uncertain, almost 
welling. 


In that moment, looking into the infinite dark of his eyes, an eerily perfect understanding 
passed between them, and all at once, she knew only one thing for certain. When she first 
spoke it aloud, it was in the form of an accusation. But in the second sighing breath, it was a 
revelation. 


“You do, don’t you? You love me.” 
“T thought you were much smarter than this, Alinochka,” he tsked at her, turning up his nose. 
“Say it!” she ordered, petulant. 


“Of course I love you, you little foo/,” he said, all but rolling his eyes at her. “Has it really 
taken you this long to figure that out?” 


She was robbed of all language, animal in her elation. He loved her. He Joved her. 


She supposed she would have been closer to the mark taking his words at Bergdorf’s at face 
value — he wanted to settle down; wanted to settle down with her, but knew she wasn’t ready 
for it. He was just as afraid of rejection as she was, twice as willing to leave unimaginable 
wreckage in his wake to avoid it. They were so alike it had nearly torn them apart for good. 


Her exultation soured in the next breath, eyes narrowing, serpent-like, cold. “How long have 
you known?” she asked him. “Before France?” 


“Well before,” he scoffed. “Alina, if you want to know the truth, I’ve loved you since you 
threw that cinder block through my fucking window.” 


“So you thought you would just dump me to manipulate me into reaching the same 
conclusion?” She demanded. She had catalogued every pain she had ever been made to suffer 
at his hand. His loving her would not absolve him of answering for each one. 


One corner of his mouth pulled upward into a taunting smirk. 


She struck, an impertinent flash of fury — his cheek reddened and he was grinning outright, 
seizing her wrists, manacling them, fingers digging in hard, arousal and amusement sparking, 
electric, in his eyes. 


“Fuck you! How could you do that to me?” Her rage radiated heat across her skin, pinkening 
her cheeks. 


“It worked, didn’t it?” He asked. 


“Did it?” She wrenched her hands out of his grasp. “Maybe what I really learned was that I’m 
just fine on my own.” 


“T find that hard to believe, malyshka. You nearly got yourself arrested,” he replied coolly. 


“No, you nearly got me arrested!” She’d suspected it all along, even sitting out on that curb, 
watching as Nikolai was marched away. He was behind every inexplicable thing that every 
happened to her, his name the answer to every question that plagued her in the dark. 


He shrugged, like it was a matter of semantics alone, made no real difference. ““You shouldn’t 
have been in his car,” he said. 


“What did you expect?” She retorted. 
“Too much, it seems,” he said. 


“Fuck you,” she scoffed, explosive. “I told you I loved you and you left me. All you would’ve 
had to do was say it back.” 


“You couldn’t get away from me fast enough in that airport, Alina,” he shook his head, 
rejecting her interpretation, of all the pains she felt they could’ve spared themselves. “I know 
you. You would have pulled even further away, refused to confront how you really felt,” he 
disagreed. “This was the only way to break you down, to make you see who you belonged to, 
who you always have, no matter how you’ve resisted it. You were made for me, Alina. 
You’re mine.” 


“Oh I’m yours?” she challenged. “Even when I’m not? Even when you’ve convinced me that 
you don’t fucking want me anymore?” 


“Do you think that ’ve enjoyed being away from you?” he snapped. “It’s been fucking 
torture for me, having to hear reports of what you were doing and who with, knowing that I 
was powerless to do anything but wait for you to finally come to your senses.” 


She was glad he had suffered, but it wasn’t nearly enough, would not have equaled even a 
fraction of what she’d felt. There was, however, a sick little part of her that was pleased to 


know that he had been keeping close tabs on her. And yet. How did he dare defend himself to 
her, after all that he’d done? 


“It was cruel,” she accused. 


“Yes, sweetheart,” he agreed, devilishly soft, “I can be so cruel, can’t I? But I can be very 
nice to you, too,” he said, reaching toward her to cup her cheek in the warmth of his palm, the 
pad of his thumb stroking along the soft arc of her cheekbone. “So long as I get my way.” 


He curled a finger under her chin to kiss her, sweet, dizzying. 


“For example, since I’m such a reasonable man, I won’t hold you to your rash proposition of 
marriage. Moving in together will suffice, for now,” he decided. “I can content myself with 
seeing that little hovel of yours back on the market, and you safe, where I can keep an eye on 
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you. 


“No,” she disagreed, petulant, frustrated. It wasn’t the right ending — not in light of all he’d 
just revealed. 


His entire face changed in an instant, expression darkening, warmth receding, the moon 
disappeared in total eclipse. Guarded, animal eyes stared back at her, coolly evaluating, 
refusing to emote, waiting for her to elucidate. 


“T was serious,” she said. His eyebrows drew down and together. “I want to be married.” 
Alina didn’t have a single fucking clue what she was doing, but she was on a roll, now. She 
was a runaway train — there was no stop until collision. “Let’s do it — let’s elope.” 


“Don’t be glib, Alina,” he shook his head, sighing. 


“If I’m going to hell, Aleksander, I’m going all the way,” she insisted. “If you’re going to 
devastate me later on, I’m going to make it a legal nightmare for you. I’m going to make it 
impossible for you to leave me without losing as much of yourself as you'll take away from 
me. This is what I want.” 


He was quiet, listening to her, absorbing the proposition, considering. 


Even as she spoke, she was meditating on how she would bring the great Aleksander 
Morozova to his knees; how she would make him feel every bit of the agony he’d put her 
through. She would play the long game, let him get good and comfortable, allow him to lose 
himself to wedded bliss, and then she would divorce him, when he least expected it, show 
him what it felt like, to be left totally bereft. 


She would give him time to recover from the devastation, to mend his poor, tender heart, and 
then, when he felt he had finally healed, she would sweep back into his life on the darkest of 
wings and draw him back in again, evening every score. She would remarry him, and they 
would live out their days together, build a life together on even ground, put the whole sad 
business of revenge behind them. 


Yes. That was exactly what she wanted. There was a sick thrill in her gut, absolutely 
delectable, at the thought. She would never, ever tire of that wicked push and pull. 


“T don’t want a life that you’re not in — it’s agony. I don’t want you to be with anyone else, 
and I don’t want to be with anyone else,” she continued, watching the certainty swirl stronger 
in his eyes as she did. “There is no one else. After you, there could never be anyone else.” 


It was the only sum that had ever really computed correctly to her. It was their destiny — to 
destroy one another, to be destroyed by one another. She loved him. She loved him so 
fucking much, she wanted to tear him apart and play with the pieces, make a home for herself 
inside the gory, bubbling suck of the wound. 


“You never cease to amaze me, malyshka,” Aleksander said. There was a caution, still, a 
reservation that remained in his eyes. But still. So much more of him was leaning toward her 
than away. “Just when I think I’ve seen you at your most deranged, you find a way to double 
it.” 


“If you don’t want this, don’t want me, tell me now,” she insisted. “I understand if I’m not the 
person you imagined spending the rest of your life with.” Giving him an out, still leaving the 
door open, bracing herself for the devastation. She could survive it, she convinced herself, to 
have it all so close, just within her reach, and have it again be wrenched away. 


Because, in truth, despite his clear, though rather patronizing, declaration of love, he really 
hadn’t convinced her of anything yet — she was still waiting to be sure, to see. It was the same 
reason she’d never bought into God. She needed something tangible. 


Mystifying as it was, Alina found that she could not, would not believe that he actually loved 
her, that he actually wanted her the way he said he did, unless he agreed to marry her. 
Somehow, this thing she didn’t even believe in, marriage, had become her ultimate measure 
of herself, of the two of them together. 


“Alina, all I’ve ever done since I met you was imagine spending the rest of my life with you,” 
he replied, dismissive. “If I thought that you had a c/ue what you were committing yourself 
to, I'd marry you in an instant.” 


She stared back at him, not following. 


“It means forever, Alina,” he explained, sensing the gap in understanding, ““Til death do we 
part. Not just until our next disagreement, or until you got bored, or until you’re standing at 
the altar and realize you were being impetuous, as ever. Are you really ready to be mine 
forever?” 


She couldn’t help it — the faintest smirk graced her lips. He was quite astute to think that her 
reverence for divorce might be relatively little, same as her reverence for marriage. Odd, 
surely, for someone who had dedicated the last three years of their life to the study of law, 
which at the very least suggested a certain level of belief in those systems. 


But it didn’t matter — she wouldn’t let him put the brakes on just yet. This idea of marriage 
was one she’d already sunk her teeth into with a pitbull-like intensity — she wouldn’t allow 


herself to be shaken from it by his threat of forever. 
Her insides might have rebelled strongly against it, but she didn’t have to heed them. 


“T know what I’m asking for, Aleksander. I want this,” she insisted. “I can’t sleep without 
you, I can’t eat, I can’t come, I’m just...gutted. This was your plan, wasn’t it?” She 
demanded, an edge of bitter hurt creeping in. “You did all of this to push me to this point? To 
make me understand that I can go back to surviving without you, but that it’s fucking empty? 
Well it worked, okay? I see it now.” 


He looked pleased — made no attempt to hide it. His cruel orchestrations, as ever, had guided 
her right beneath his thumb — exactly where he wanted her. 


“There are parts of me that are still fucked up and messy — I can’t change that overnight. But 
I love you, okay? I mean it. I’ll probably continue to get on your nerves, and get a little too 
drunk, and break things, but I love you, so you can never fucking leave me again. I won’t let 
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you. 


The words that had once shriveled on her tongue now sprang forth unceasingly from her, a 
wellspring. It was startling to be so sure of something. She was so full of love for him, like a 
column of light through her very center. 


“T like every single fucked up and messy part of you, Alina,” he assured her, pulling her in 
close by the waist, looping his arms around her, crushing her in close. “I love you exactly as 
you are, in all of your various shades of insane. This is exactly what you needed, malyshka, 
whether you knew it or not — to surrender yourself to me, to accept that you belong to me and 
always will. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t gotten there on your own,” 
he mused, tucking his chin down against her hair, “But it wouldn’t have been pleasant.” 


She sighed, relaxing fully into the succor of his arms. Locked in the pressure of his embrace, 
crushing all the air from her lungs, was the easiest she’d breathed in all of their weeks apart. 


She wondered how much longer he’d been planning to wait for her to emotionally process, to 
reach the conclusion that she needed him. Wondered what he’d been planning to do — perhaps 
he’d have locked her in a basement somewhere, Stockholmed her. The thought of being his 
prisoner evoked in her an odd, swooping sensation, like missing a step on a staircase, that 
radiated strongly between her legs. 


“T really thought you might’ve done all of this just to pull the rug out from under me once I 
finally gave in,” she admitted, cheeks warming, as she tilted her chin to see his face, a wary 
peek to ensure it hadn’t morphed into some nightmarish mask in the space she’d looked 
away. 


He chuckled heartily at this. “Oh, Alina, I can be a cruel man, but never that cruel, and never 
to you. How could I do such a thing to my own fiancée?” he soothed, dropping a kiss onto 
her forehead. 


She grinned up at him. “Fiancée,” she repeated. The sound rang clear as a bell. 


“Fiancée,” he confirmed. 


She popped up onto the tips of her toes to kiss him hard, licking into his mouth, tasting his 
tongue, setting teeth into his bottom lip. He pulled her in closer, to tread upon the toes of his 
shoes, their bodies in a passionate weld. 


“You're a bastard for breaking up with me right before finals, you know,” she mentioned as 
they broke apart, briefly, for air, “I could have failed all of my exams because of you, I was 
so distraught,” she complained as he kissed along her chin, down her neck. 


“T see you’ve learned relatively little about taking accountability in the time we’ve been 
apart, little Alina,” he mused, sliding his palm, warm, up the back of her cropped t-shirt, to 
stroke along her spine. “Perhaps as your husband I will succeed in teaching you better 
behavior than I managed as your boyfriend.” 


“Perhaps,” she shrugged. She would not have bet much money on it. “Are we going to have 
Elvis officiate our wedding?” She asked him as he hoisted her up onto the desk to kiss her, 
kneading her thighs. 


Her bum nudged a framed photograph as he sat her on the desk blotter, which she reached out 
to catch as it folded over — Nikolai and Lara beamed out of the frame, holding up wine 
glasses. 


“Ts there really any reason to rush the wedding, Alina?” Aleksander asked, taking the frame 
out of her hands to set it aside, to pull her focus. ““Wouldn’t you rather have a more 
extravagant ceremony with our families and friends? Something we took our time to plan, or 
have a professional plan?” He kissed, coaxing, along her jaw. 


“No,” she insisted abruptly, pulling away. “I want to get married now. Tonight. I don’t want a 
big wedding,” she insisted. “I want to elope.” 


It had to be now, Alina thought. Now before she lost her nerve, now before she had time to 
pull away. She knew she would. She knew herself, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to help 
it, not for all of the love in the world. She would find some way to fuck it up. 


“T want a fat Elvis and a white limousine and I want to wear sequins and cowboy boots,” she 
insisted, turning her head to avert her gaze, to let him kiss the hollow of her throat. 


Too late, she caught the moment that he read the frantic reel of thoughts screening through 
her mind, saw, too, the moment he decided to ignore them. 


“Anything you want, Alina,” he told her, dipping his chin to catch her lips with his. “For the 
rest of our lives, that’s all I ever want to do — give you everything your sweet little heart 
desires.” 


Alina waited in the vestibule of the little white chapel, fingers in clammy rigors around a 
bouquet of fake roses and baby’s breath, summoning the nerve to begin her walk down the 


red-carpeted aisle, chewing the inside of her bottom lip to a coppery ruin. 


She stood up on her toes to peek through one of the rectangular windows set into the chapel 
doors, to see Aleksander, who stood before a very worn-down looking Elvis in a white and 
gold jumpsuit and a greased wig, laminated officiant’s script held loosely in hand. 


Aleksander looked like a waking dream, his tux satin-trimmed, bowtie black velvet, pocket 
square pure white silk. His high society uniform, which fit him with the pure artistry that only 
a very well-tailored suit could, repurposed now for the occasion. Since he’d already had the 
outfit, all he’d needed to do before they left for Vegas was hunt down a ring, the only missing 
piece of the puzzle. 


Alina hadn’t seen it yet, but if she knew Aleksander like she thought, it would be some ages 
old, storied thing; an heirloom. So long as it hadn’t first belonged to his late wife, Alina 
didn’t care what it looked like. She had no plans of wearing it like it was permanent, joined to 
the bone of her finger, anyway. That was the exact kind of outdated ritual, turning marriage 
into a property interest, that she refused to play into. 


The chapel was every bit the chintzy, camp masterpiece Alina had dreamed of (the briefest 
dream, after incepting the idea mere hours ago, but a dream all the same) — red-carpeted with 
high-backed, white bench pews and fake florals strung about the rafters, a stained glass mural 
at the head of the room, depicting a gilded archway crawling with pink and purple roses and 
floating, pearlescent hearts. 


She stared down at her metallic blue cowboy boots, shuffling her feet to click the heels 
together. She’d been lucky enough to find them in the only boot store open at that time of 
night, and they were a half size too small, almost painfully tight around her toes. They were 
her something blue. 


Her something borrowed was the dress, a little number she’d pilfered out of Genya’s closet 
when her own wardrobe had turned up little appropriate for the occasion — an almost 
hilariously short, white silk mini dress with tiny little straps and a slit up the side of the skirt. 


She had a sneaking suspicion that Genya had ordered the dress for her bridal shower, which 
she was already planning, well before her engagement to David had even taken place. Alina 
had every intention of returning it to her closet unscathed, the tags still tucked down inside. 


Over the duration of their flight across the darkened continent, she’d had ample enough time 
to withdraw into herself, to doubt the wisdom of her decision. The rumination had been 
tempered, some, by the bar of Xanax she’d taken in the narrow bathroom of the jet — 
Aleksander hadn’t allowed her any alcohol, though the flight attendant had promptly offered 
them each a glass of champagne, probably fearing that their wedding would end Exorcist- 
style, with her projectile vomiting onto Elvis, if he hadn’t intervened. 


So she was sober, arguably, but not exactly steady. There was a fine tremor in her knees, 
shimmering all throughout her body, a chill she couldn’t shake which set her teeth on 
chattering edge. 


The feeling was hard to identify with exact specificity, but it was, to be certain, progeny of 
the family fear. She was afraid. She didn’t know what the hell she’d gotten herself into, how 
fucking a stranger in the bathroom of a tapas bar had led up to this. 


But this was how she kept him. This was how she held on, at least for a bit longer. So she had 
to go through with it. 


She doubted herself, doubted the wisdom of the decision to elope, but never once doubted 
him. He was the shining, neon beacon of rightness that stood out from everything that was 
slightly off about this evening. Whatever they did, as long as they were doing it together, it 
would all be okay. 


He was going to take care of her. And she wanted that. Or could put up with it. And was there 
really any measurable difference between the two? How long was forever, really, anyway? 


Teeth alternatingly garish red and sucked clean as her bottom lip bled, she paced back toward 
the front door of the chapel, the one they’d come in past midnight, brandishing the marriage 
license they’d obtained through a teller’s window, which Alina got the sense they doled out 
indiscriminately, like grocery store coupons. She stared out into the empty street, at the blue 
neon sign of the motel across the way, the heart-shaped spires of the wrought iron fence, 
surrounding the green turf carpeting that had been unrolled into the courtyard like a lawn. 


There was nowhere, really, to run. She had the uncanniest sense that he would only follow, to 
the very ends of the earth, if she dared to go. Something about that thought was comforting 
enough to make her release the door, let it hush closed at her heels. 


She turned, nodding to the chapel’s wedding director — a ruddy-cheeked man in a cheap tan 
suit who kept referring to Alina and Aleksander as “kids” — and he cued the wedding march 
over a hollow-sounding speaker system, pulling open the chapel door. 


“T’m going to file for an annulment just so we can get married again,” Alina taunted as they 
escaped the spangling sensory onslaught of the casino together, elevator doors hushing 
closed. In the sudden quiet, they were alone together on earth again, for the first time since 
the gallery opening, which felt like literal light-years away. They were their own little island; 
a kind of paradise. 


“Under what theory do you think they would grant you an annulment, my sweet wife?” 
Aleksander asked as she pressed herself into his arms, tilting her chin to grin up at him, 
giddy. 


“Insanity,” she said. 


He kissed her on her wickedly bared teeth, fingers curling at the scruff of her neck, cuffing 
there, strong, guiding her out of the elevator car. 


He swept her up into his arms, the cheap tulle veil they’d purchased at the chapel streaming 
behind her as he kicked open the door to their suite and carried her in over the threshold. 


Their room had been decorated for them, a dropped trail of rose petals leading to their marital 
bed, where he set her down on the edge of the mattress and knelt before her, to help her out of 
her boots. 


“How did you manage to get this ring off of Baghra?” she asked him, holding the ring up to 
the soft bedside table light, captivated by the blue-green sparkle of the alexandrite that 
centered it. An antique, just as she’d anticipated, something that had been in Baghra’s family 
since the Victorian Era, pilfered, apparently, by some great-great-great relation who’d 
worked as a scullery maid in an extremely moneyed home. “Did you have to pry it from her 
cold, dead hand?” 


Aleksander laughed, sharp white teeth flashing as he stood, reaching behind her to tug down 
the zipper of her dress. “She was more than happy to surrender it when I told her I was 
marrying the love of my life.” 


“Happy?” Alina scoffed, raising her arms obediently as he pulled the dress up over her head, 
a disappearing whisper of silk across her face. “Ill believe that when I see it.” 


“You will see it,” he assured her, carrying the dress over to the closet to hang. He had already 
been apprised of its delicate nature, which was perhaps why he’d elected not to tear it off of 
her, just in the door, though she might’ve liked that. Else it was some calculated play to 
challenge her self-control, his decidedly glacial pace. “She insists that we have a second 
ceremony in the city, for all of her friends to attend.” 


“Oh, no fucking way,” Alina groused, flopping dramatically back onto the mattress. 


From the closet, she heard him chuckling, the sound of clothing hangers sliding across the 
closet pole as he hung up his own suit. “We’ll talk about it later,” he called to her. 


She sat up as he came back into the room in just his underwear, watching him approach, 
studying the cruel architecture of his body, heat flashing over her skin. “Why did you step 
down from Anvil?” She asked him as the curiosity occurred to her again, flitting through her 
mind. 


“You told me you could never seriously see yourself with a warmonger,” he said. 


“You were that certain that I would come around?” She was surprised, but ultimately 
comforted by this revelation. To think that she may have been in a total, swan-diving spiral, 
but that he’d been totally certain of her all the while, still working on constructing a life for 
them while she caught up...it warmed her. 


“Like I said, Alina, I was going to get through to you, one way or another,” he reminded her. 
Another surge in her stomach, wild, like soaring as he hooked fingers into the waistband of 
her underwear, dragged them from her legs with a sharp finality. 


“What’s the story with your apartment?” she quizzed him. Outstanding inquiries rose inside 
of her mind like a swarm, circulating. “Are you really buying property in France? You 
already won — you got me for life. You’re really asking me to give up my career, too?” She 


could have worked herself into quite the panic like this, wondered at the likelihood of 
sneaking another Xanax. 


“Let’s talk about all of these things later, darling,” he insisted, planting a knee on the edge of 
the mattress, kissing her as he scooped around her waist, towing her up the foot of the bed. 
“We have the rest of our lives together to figure everything out.” 


“Yeah, but...” she resisted slightly as he eased her down onto her back. 


He shushed her, a sweet, low soothe. “No more talking, Alinochka.” He caressed along the 
line of her body, a welcoming, open landscape, hands tracing the soft peaks of her breasts, 
into the river’s curve of her waist, the valley between her thighs. 


His kisses traversed the scraped-up hillock of her knee, coaxing a part between the two to 
skim his lips along the baby soft inside of her thigh, propped up on his elbows between her 
legs. This view, of the shadow dark crown of his head bowed over her body, was one she 
could certainly get used to seeing forever. 


As he settled there, kissing his way into the hinge of her thigh, he noted how she’d rubbed 
herself raw in their time apart, all of her tenderest flesh pink and abraded, and frowned, 
saying, “Poor baby,” a devilishly saccharine coo, “Poor little pussy. Papa will make it all 
better.” 


He pushed her legs into a wider straddle around the width of his shoulders between them, 
hands sliding between her hips and the mattress to angle her up toward his mouth, thumbs 
stroking at the soft crests of her hipbones. Tucked his tongue into the impossible pink of her 
cunt, spread it apart with lapping, firm strokes, to expose the aching bud of her bright red clit, 
so cruelly handled in his absence, so eager for his attentions. 


The orgasm bore down on her quickly, as if it had been building for much longer than she 
recognized, the kinetic energy of it stored up inside of her, waiting for him to free it. With 
every sweep of his tongue, every delicate suck, it simmered higher, until it finally broke over 
her skin in a wash of overwhelming frission. A full-body shudder rolled through her, all of 
her muscles in paralytic convulsion. 


Her little belly flexed hard, an involuntary spasm, with every juddering, wretched pulse of 
the orgasm, reflexes gone haywire. His tongue circled the slippery, impossibly sensitive 
marvel of her clit, coaxing her to come for him again, though the onslaught of sensation was 
holding her under the water, refusing her breath. 


Every whimpering, sweet plea fell on deaf ears as he pinned apart trembling thighs that 
threatened to close in around his ears. His tongue laved against her opening, lips framing the 
tender, precious bud of her clit, which throbbed with every squeeze of her heart, in 
alternating flashes of agony and rapture. 


“T’m your husband, malyshka,” he reminded her, with a luxurious, sweeping lick that dredged 
up the very center of her cunt, her fluids shining on the pink of his tongue, “I know what’s 
best for you. Isn’t that right?” 


“Yes, Sasha,” she panted, a pathetic bleat. 


“Try to be a good girl, Alina, or I might have to give you something else to do with that 
pretty little mouth,” he warned. 


She dissolved into pitiful, exultant tears as he sucked her clit back in between his teeth again, 
fingers coming in to part the chubby, swollen lips of her cunt. She stifled the begging, tears 
slipping down the sides of her face, cooling in the shells of her ears, a constant. 


When he seemed finally sated with the taste of her, he drew away, sitting back on his heels, 
and then she could really have sobbed, looking down the length of her body at him, down 
past her jumping belly that twitched still in the aftershocks, her protectively folded knock- 
knees, watching him through the screen of the tears. 


He held his cock in his hand, skimming it through his own fist, pensive, thumbing at the 
leaky flared head of it. He seemed to be waiting for something, else figuring some equation, 
but the quiet inspired in her a blushing bride’s nervousness, an unease. 


“Please,” she tried, soft and teary eyed, on the off-chance that it was what he was waiting to 
hear. 


“Please what, malyshka?” he chuckled, grinning down at her like a charlatan, the vibrantly 
red corona of his cockhead weeping over the cage of his fingers. By all appearances, he’d 
ached for her the same long while. 


“Please, can I have your cock, Sasha?” she begged. “I want you to fuck me.” Their coupling 
was an incomplete ritual, an open circle, until she could finally feel the perfect weight of his 
body over her body, his cock filling her up. 


“Such a needy girl,” he tutted, though reaching out to tug her in, her bum to his knees, his 
thighs to hers, a wild tugging through the center of her gut, like gravity in a wobble. “I had no 
idea I married such an eager little whore.” 


There was so much Jove in his eyes as he said it, a pure love that radiated from his face, that 
she wondered how she’d ever missed it. She was so in love with him, so in love with every 
single thing about this, dizzy with desperation and burning up for him in the closed circuit 
they’d lit, embers beneath her skin. 


“T need you, Sasha,” she said, innocent-sweet, knees framing his waist, pulling him in. 


He grinned down at her, wolfish, guiding the head of his cock up against the needy wet flex 
of her entrance, his cock riding up between the swollen lips of her cunt, dredging through the 
copiousness of her slick, his own spit. “God, I can’t wait to spend the rest of my fucking life 
inside of this wet little cunt,” he sighed, an otherworldly peace in his eyes, a certainty that she 
was his now, irrevocably his. 


“Fuck me, Sasha,” she whined, lips kiss-wet, desperate flush painted across her cheeks. 
Baby-eyed temptress, little slut, wet as a whore, thighs lax, mouth of her entrance sucking at 
the head of his cock, urging him inside. 


He pressed into her, slow, a distressed keen high in her throat as he split the soreness of her 
cunt, which she’d tried to fill with all manner of things in his absence, never equaling what 
she needed. Her hands scrabbled at his shoulders at the stretch — he pinned them down beside 
her ears, fingers intertwined. 


At the catch of their lips, he breathed in her every whimper, every gasp, feeding back to her 
mine, mine, mine as his cock pressed her open, and the returned refrain was yours, yours, 
yours, sweet as sin on her lips. He rocked his hips against her, forceful, the clench-squeeze of 
her cunt around the fat length of his cock like a determined fist. 


She was so honey-slick, the sound of their coupling eclipsing the feverish, kitten-soft sounds 
she couldn’t keep from making as he pressed her knees back, tilting her pelvis like an 
offering, so he could plunge into her deeper. She came around him in tight, shuddery spasms, 
gone red in the face from holding her breath as the pleasure tore its way through her. 


His thumb wicked a runnel of drool from the corner of her mouth, pressing it into his own as 
he fucked her, eager for every taste of her. 


“You like it like this, don’t you baby?” he murmured, breath humid against her ear, teeth 
sinking in to the soft shell of it. “So deep it hurts?” 


“Oh fuck,” she whined, jagged, at the press of his cock inside of her, deeper than should have 
been possible, grinding at that spot above the sullen mouth of her cervix that made her vision 
white out. “Yes, Sasha.” 


He coaxed her into another orgasm and shoved her over the edge of it, thumb slicking brutal 
circles over her achy clit, wrists captured in one fist, pinned overhead as he bit teethmarks 
around her sweet little nipples, sucking the tender buds into the heat of his mouth. 


As his own ending bore down on him, the clash of his hips against her turned violent, and she 
fought him because she had to, had to see whether she could best him, had to know that she 
could not, ended with her knees crushed to her chest, folded into a more obedient shape 
beneath him, his panting, triumphant grin looming in the air above her, Cheshire. 


Out of the blinding absence of thought, she remembered the unsolved mystery of her IUD 
strings, which she had never made a Planned Parenthood appointment to solve. Opened her 
mouth to warn him against finishing inside, but got no further than a tearfully yelped, “Wait — 
” before he had pressed fingers into her mouth, deep enough to gag her on them. 


She sucked on his fingers to keep from choking and he soothed her, voice a desperately soft 
croon, “Good girl, Alina. I’m going to fill you up so full, sweet girl. My pretty little wife. 
You’re going to take everything I give you right in this sweet little cunt.” 


And she did. 


“Hey, jailbird,” Alina greeted Nikolai as she pushed open the door to his office. He was stood 
at the pulpit of his raised, ergonomic desk, leaning over it, probably watching porn and 


billing a client for it. The entire city sprawled, silver, outside his window. 


“All charges were dropped with a sincere apology from the NYPD,” he announced, smug. 
Life on the inside hadn’t changed him a bit. “You can tell Morozova that he may know 
powerful people, but I know much more powerful ones.” 


“Must be nice to have a politician for a daddy,” she said, breezy, plopping down into one of 
the chairs pulled up to his desk. She was surprised to find that despite everything, very little 
tension seemed to exist between them now. At least that she could sense. “Hey, how come 
you never moved me to a different practice area?” she asked him, along that same train of 
thought. 


He scoffed. “Your boyfriend threatened to take Anvil’s business away from the firm if I 
fucked with you in any way. Which I wouldn’t particularly have minded, but I think the name 
partners probably would’ve noticed the revenue loss.” 


She supposed she could’ve predicted that the reasoning would be approximately along those 
lines — Aleksander was especially protective when it came to Nikolai, for whatever reason. 
“Well, I guess the point is moot, now,” she shrugged. “Since I came here to tender my 
resignation.” 


“You what?” Nikolai spluttered, letting out a coughing laugh that cut off all at once when he 
read on her face that she was serious. 


“Yeah, Aleksander and I are moving to France for a while. Maybe forever,” Alina shrugged. 
“He has some new business lead that he doesn’t need to stay in New York for, so we’re 
buying a little chateau, escaping it all for a while.” 


“This is a massive mistake, Alina,” Nikolai warned her, blue eyes grave. “You’re throwing 
your career away.” 


“T know,” she said, to both. 
“Then why the hell would you do it?” he demanded. 
She shrugged. 


“No, I want a real answer,” he was adamant, gaze fixed on hers, judgmental and prying. 
“You’re a smart girl, Alina, and this isn’t smart at all.” 


“You're looking for a logical answer, Nikolai, but I can’t give you one,” she said. “You want 
me to persuade you of the idea, but I can’t. I’m doing it because I want to, and because if I 
don’t, P’ll never be able to stop thinking about how things might be different if I did.” 


“You know he’s doing this on purpose, right?” Nikolai asked. “He wants to isolate you, to 
have you to himself. You have to know what he’s like at this point.” 


“T know,” she said with a shrug. 


Of course she knew. Not only that, but she reveled in it, the fact that he had offered her a new 
way to destroy herself. What more could he possibly have done for her? It was all she 
wanted; all she had ever craved. A new way to self-destruct, to burn down something she’d 
built by hand just for the hell of it, indulging the absolute worst of her impulses. 


Maybe she wanted to be isolated. Maybe she could think of nothing greater, than for his to be 
the only company she kept. Tidier, at least, to give herself over to his will. It would be so 
much easier, never having to worry; never, even, having to think if she didn't want to. She 
needed a little break from thinking. 


“And you’re just letting him have his way?” Nikolai demanded. “Jesus Christ, Alina. Maybe 
you’re not as smart as I thought you were.” 


She shrugged, said, “Maybe not.” What had being smart ever gotten her, in all reality? 


“You love him,” Nikolai said, and it was an accusation. “You love that twisted son of a bitch, 
don’t you?” 


Alina just smiled, a catlike grin. Held up her left hand to the fluorescent office light, and said, 
“Well, I did marry him.” 


Nikolai gawked at the ring, and as the surprise ebbed, his expression hardened into a rather 
unpleasant mask. “I think you two deserve each other,” he said, his tone harboring a carefully 
reserved chill. 


“T think so, too,” Alina agreed with a dreamy sigh. “I'll see you at the wedding,” she dropped 
the save the date envelope she’d been holding onto his desk, along with her formal letter of 
resignation. “Bring Lara.” 


She bounded out to the waiting town car, spewing exhaust as it idled at the curb, and climbed 
into the backseat, sliding across the buttery upholstery toward Aleksander, who was, as ever, 
banging away at emails on his cellphone. 


“How did he take it?” he turned to her to ask as she aligned their bodies from hip to thigh, 
imposing on him bodily until he set the phone aside. 


“Very well,” she joked, sarcastic. “He was so fucking happy for us. It was really touching.” 


“T can only imagine,” Aleksander smirked, a tawdry little trrumph burning in his eyes as he 
cupped her cheek to kiss the corner of her mouth in greeting, like it had been hours and not 
minutes since he’d last seen her. That newlywed hunger, brought to life inside of them, 
forever gnawing away. 


He instructed the driver that they were ready to go, raised the partition between them as they 
eased back out into the afternoon-heavy crawl of traffic, off to their next destination. 


“Have you called your parents yet?” Aleksander asked her, apparently as the thought crossed 
his mind. 


She elected not to respond. 


“Alina,” he chastised. 


“Come on, let’s let them think we’re living in sin for just a little while longer — it’s so 
amusing,” she pled with him, turning her face, doe-eyed and pouting, up to his. After all, 
once they told her parents, they’d only have to contend with her father being perturbed that 
Aleksander hadn’t asked him for her hand in marriage first. She could do without the guilt 
trip. 


He chuckled, bent over her to kiss her protruding bottom lip. “Did you get the email I 
forwarded you, of the tiara my mother wants you to wear for the wedding? It’s a replica of a 
royal diadem that dates back to the Crimean War.” 


“No, I didn’t get it,” she said. “I’ve been auto-forwarding all your emails to the trash.” 


Baghra had been flooding his inbox with “suggestions” for the impending nuptials, CC’ ing 
their wedding planner, Christy, on each and every one, and Aleksander, for whatever reason, 
felt forever compelled to forward them along to Alina. She could only look at so many near- 
identical floral arrangements before she went batty. 


He reached out to pinch her thigh, hard, a sharp retribution. “I think you would look just 
darling sat on my cock with a pretty little crown on your head, moya tsarina,” he taunted, 
putting his thumb to the center of her chin, leaning in to lick softly into her mouth, teasingly. 


She rolled her eyes. “Is that supposed to be my throne?” she asked, unimpressed, however 
evocative the image. 


“For the rest of your life,” he told her in a dangerously low murmur, palm cupping the side of 
her face as he took her earlobe between his teeth. 


“You just /ove saying that, don’t you?” she sighed. It was a kind of exposure therapy, she 
supposed, how often he brought up the fact that she’d tethered herself to him for life. She 
scarcely started at the thought, now. 


“T do,” he confirmed. “I especially love the terrified look in your eyes. A little mouse who 
trapped herself.” There was a terrible, incredible meanness to the curl of his lips. 


“T much more envision myself a fly on a very twisted web,” she said. 
“And I suppose I’m the spider?” he clarified. 


She nodded. “You’ve got the gangly limbs and the failing eyesight, so it works on multiple 
levels.” 


He rolled his eyes, reaching up her skirt with a cruel accuracy to pinch her clit, a firm, 
punishing tug, fingertips fastening around the very tip, as he kissed her, making her squeal 
into his mouth. 


“The dress has already been altered to fit me, so I have my suspicions that she’ll let me back 
into the bridal party, eventually,” Alina mused over the rim of her wine glass, swirling the 
malbec within; jammy, bitterly dark in the low light of the restaurant. “She’s just jealous that 
I was the first in our friend group to get married. It was supposed to be her.” 


“Are you really expecting me to be your plus one to the wedding of that Oretsev boy? The 
one I knocked out for touching you?” Aleksander asked her, quirking a brow, unconvinced, 
as he carved into his steak, the blue-red bleeding into his whipped garlic potatoes. 


It was part of her role as his wife, Alina supposed, not reminding him that he hadn’t, in fact, 
knocked Mal out. “Yes, and we’ll have to buy the most expensive thing on their registry to 
make a statement,” she confirmed. She was so looking forward to introducing Aleksander to 
her friends as her husband. They all thought she was utterly fucking insane. 


“Oh, by the way, the contractors will be stopping by your apartment tomorrow morning 
around ten,” Aleksander mentioned after checking his email covertly beneath the table. She 
slipped her bare foot out of her shoe and up over his knee, kicked his phone out of his hand — 
he caught it just before it hit the deck. 


“Contractors? Sasha, my landlord isn’t going to let me permanently alter anything in that 
apartment.” She’d already warned him once that his grand design of building a partition 
between her bedroom and kitchen was not likely to go over well with property management. 


“T don’t see any way around it if you won’t agree to look for another short-term rental,” he 
shrugged. “I can afford to buy you out of your lease — you understand that, don’t you?” 
Perhaps that was a fair question — finances were among the many things they’d failed to 
discuss before joining their lives together. She knew he had money, he knew she didn’t — 
what more was there to say? 


“You know, this could all have been avoided if you hadn’t sold your apartment without 
consulting me.” She already missed his place, which was imminently going into escrow, 
though they’d yet to move out of it. It hadn’t been long on the market at all, her attempts at 
sabotage all for naught. 


“Are you sure you still want to take the bar, dear?” he asked her. 


“Yes, Sasha,” she sighed, for the hundredth time. “If I want to practice law some day, Ill 
need a license.” 


“I’m not totally sure that you need to take the bar to get a license, Alina. You should let me 
look into it,” he offered. 


She wasn’t even sure she wanted to know what that meant. She felt she might be better off 
not knowing just what strings he was capable of pulling. “If I fail it, then maybe. But I’m at 
least going to take it the once,” she insisted, stubborn. Her foot, which had been curled 
around his ankle as they spoke, climbed idly along his leg beneath the table. 


“Well, if we’re going to be living in that wretched place until the test is over, I need to make a 
few improvements,” he countered, expression perfectly composed, as though she wasn’t 


running her foot, searching, along his inner thigh. “Money talks, Alina. I doubt very much 
that your landlord will object.” 


He may well have had a point. After all, any improvements he made would allow them to 
jack up the rent to an even more absurd price once she vacated the place. “I think it would be 
good for you to live there as is,” she argued with him, regardless, eyes neutral as the ball of 
her foot slid higher, pressing into the furrow of his groin. ““A humbling experience.” 


“T don’t think living in a building full of asbestos is good for anyone,” he retorted, not won 
over by the concept of being humbled, or the proposed execution. He took hold of the 
devious spade of her foot, pressing it harder against his growing erection. 


“You're so annoying,” she complained, turning up her nose and tossing aside her napkin, 
taking back her foot to rise from the table, headed toward the restroom. “What did I marry 
you for again?” 


“T haven’t a clue,” he smiled back at her, sly. 


The light in the restroom was red, not unlike a photo studio’s darkroom, casting a sanguine 
glow across her skin as she peed, washed her hands and checked her hair in the mirror, 
smoothing the strands pulled free of her ponytail to frame her face. It was a sort of mood 
lighting, evocative, almost sultry. 


Drying her hands on the seat of her pants, no great fan of the jet engine propulsion of the 
hand dryer, Alina reached for the door to exit the restroom. In the same instant as the tumbler 
of the lock turned over, the door was being forced inward, Aleksander barreling his way in, 
sliding the deadbolt home again at his back. 


Radiating waves of déja vu rolled over her as he bent his body in around her, kissing her 
fiercely, mashing her lips against her teeth with the force of it. He gathered her up into a 
bone-crushing embrace, pulling her up onto the toes of his shoes to walk her backward, 
toward the sink. 


He put his hands into the contours of her body like clay at a pottery wheel, squeezing her tits 
up and together, thumbs finding the tiny peaks of her nipples against the fabric of her blouse 
and pinching down, then sliding along the contour of her waist to grab her ass, to grind her up 
against his erection. She was overwhelmed, panting, just trying to keep breathing against the 
feral onslaught of his desire. Her husband, she found herself thinking for some reason, he 
was her husband. 


She tried to turn her head but he gripped her chin in his palm to hold her steady, lips pillowed 
out, pouty, as he kissed them raw, tongue sliding in deep and dirty like her mouth was just 
another part of her that belonged to him. 


She set her palms to his chest and pushed, made a space between their bodies that he stepped 
right into, taking ahold of her ponytail, winding it around his fist to yank her head back, to 
bow her spine. His hips pinned hers in against the sink, the hard line of his erection ominous 
in its imposition. She shivered hard, a sick swooping in her belly. 


He forced her over the counter with a firm grip around the scuff of her neck, bearing down 
until she was sprawled across the surface, wet with stagnant sink water, on her belly, chin 
knocking against the cold porcelain of the sink basin, breath fogging the base of the mirror 
before it in humid pants. 


“Are you just a little cock-tease, baby? Huh?” he demanded, harsh, wrapping his fist in her 
ponytail again to yank back her head, to see her feral eyes in the mirror. 


“No,” she bit out. 


“No, that’s right. You were hoping I’d come fuck you over this bathroom sink, weren’t you, 
little whore?” another tug to her hair, harder, just to see if she’d resist it. 


“Yes, Sasha,” she forced through teeth that were harshly gritted, bared. 


“You're that hungry for cock, huh, that you can’t even wait until we get home?” he chastised 
her, releasing her ponytail to palm up between her legs, a sloppy, firm squeeze that made her 
knees go jelloid. “My, my, my,” he tutted, shaking his head. “You know, maybe I oughta just 
keep you at home, chained to my bed. That’s probably where a girl like you belongs, huh? 
Always ready to take Daddy’s cock?” 


She squeezed her eyes shut tight to hide the overwhelming flash of both fear and desire as a 
pulse of desperate need seized between her thighs, wetness pooling in the gusset of her 
underwear. He chuckled, devil-eyed in the mirror, skin the same red in the hellish underworld 
glow. 


He tore open her wide-leg trousers — they dropped to her ankles as yanked her underwear, 
uneven, to the bend of her knees, the fabric stretched slantways between her legs. Then he 
was pulling apart the cheeks of her ass, to better see the glisten of her cunt in the lurid 
restroom dim. She was dripping. 


In a series of blinks, his cock was in his hand, then notched up against her, then pressing 
down and through the hungry wet mouth of her entrance, then breaking her open, the 
thousand shimmering sparks of her undying desire for him loosed into the air in a ragged 
yowl as her body stretched to accommodate him. 


He plunged down into her, until she could feel the heaviness of his balls up resting up against 
the needy protrusion of her clit, grinding deep, drawing a juddering “N-no-oh,” out of her. He 
withdrew to the point of almost spilling out, just the flared mushroom’s head of his cock 
catching at her entrance, and she went totally knock-kneed, legs incapable of holding her, 
only the counter beneath her bearing her up. 


When it seemed he would be squeezed from her body by the spastic contractions of her cunt, 
he slammed forward, crushing her up against the edge of the counter. She flailed, fingers 
seeking purchase, not finding it on all the smooth stone, the porcelain of the basin. She 
wailed as he bore down over her, palm at the back of her neck, holding her down, just nailing 
her. 


She was dizzied, in a sweating ruin, every heaving, delirious breath drawing her closer to the 
climax, building between her hips, never topping out, devoid of any ceiling. She came crying, 
a stunned rapture in her eyes, grinding back into his lap until it hurt, until every last 
desperately wet contraction of the orgasm was ground out of her. 


She stared into her own crying, baby doe eyes in the mirror as he fucked her, his body jolting 
hers forward with the vicious push-pull of his cock into her cunt, plunging into her deep, 
same as he’d drool the spreading wet heat of his load — so fucking deep. She’d drip him out at 
the dinner table, and only they’d know it, how she carried him inside, right where he 
belonged. 


“Good girl, Alina,” he murmured above her, squeezing, coaxing, at her hips. “That’s my girl. 
Sweet baby love. Come for me again, malyshka. Come all over this cock.” 


The orgasm came on in crashing waves, ebbing and cresting, over and over, scarcely allowing 
her the space to hold her head above the surface, to breathe. The utter black of the end 
spotted her eyes and she gave herself over to it, anchored by the weight of him over her, his 
voice, low and soft in her ear, urging her to come apart. She trusted him to put her back 
together, after every awful dismantling. 


She was so overwhelmed in the onslaught of pleasure and emotion, eyes welling and chest 
aching as their gazes caught in the fogged up mirror and held, eternities passing between 
them. There was love in his eyes, pure, deep enough to swim inside of, to lose herself in 
forever. 


Their sex was a kind of resurrection; that indefinable thing that was them brought to life by it, 
given breath. Their individual selves burned down to cinders in the mad furor of their bodies’ 
joinder, twin flames rising in an all-consuming inferno. They were made for each other, made 
to devour each other. 


Every sense of belonging Alina had ever felt that she lacked, she found here, in all of his skin 
pressed up against all of her skin, in the space they had carved out for themselves, the space 
he carved out inside of her to fill her up, so fucking full of him. 


“T love you, I love you, I love you,” she whispered to him a thousand times over, without any 
fear. 
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Days stretched on for miles in the south of France, the last knells of an imperfect Summer 
echoing out. Alina leaned out over the roof’s edge, into the cool of the Mediterranean breeze, 
a joint pinched between two fingers, scenting the air with the sweet, familiar skunkiness of 
Afghanistan’s finest flower. The silken robe she wore, patterned with delicately hand-painted 
lotuses, fluttered at her wrists and the tops of her thighs like fairy wings. 


On the lawn below her teemed a veritable flood of staff, little fish pushing upstream, weaving 
and darting about, tending to the garden, trimming the hedges and topiaries, carrying in 
glassware and assembling bar-top tables, erecting billowing white tents with hammered down 
parquet flooring. 


The surface of the lap pool shimmered like a mirage, an unreal, perfect blue she could just 
imagine plunging into — hoisting herself up over the railing and diving headfirst down, down, 
down... 


Crack her skull like an egg, let the yolky spool of her mind unswirl into the glassy fathoms... 


Something stirred behind her, at the head of the stairwell that led down into the house. She 
whirled around, paranoia heightened by the THC swimming its way through the fishbowl of 
her mind, and gasped, startling both herself and Ana, the house manager. 


“Jesus Christ, you fucking scared me,” Alina complained, picking back up her joint, which 
she’d dropped instantly, fearful at who might’ve just discovered her with it, nearly burning 
her fingers. “You should wear a bell or something.” 


“What are you doing hiding up here?” Ana chastised her, her French accent deep and 
rounded, alveolar. “I received a text from Ivan. Their plane has just landed.” 


Alina took another drag and held it in for a beat before speaking, and when she did, her voice 
was distorted around the smoke, thick. “Thanks for the update.”’ No point in pretending, now, 
that she hadn’t been smoking — Ana either would or wouldn’t report the trespass to 
Aleksander, dependent entirely on her current mood, something Alina had never had the 
slightest power to influence by being more or less agreeable. 


Such a funny thing, how the bleached stone walls of the chateau, which had once folded in 
protectively around the love-besotted newlyweds, a stronghold against cruel reality, had 
warped totally in purpose to trap only Alina within, along with the collection of her 
husband’s hired observers, who reported on her every move. Membranous these days, the 
walls were; semipermeable. 


The change seemed to have happened so slowly, and yet, too, Alina remembered it taking 
place all at once — the sort of thing that was contemporaneously too fast and too slow to think 


of intercepting. 


Had she been too permissive, or simply not paying enough attention? Could anything, once 
Aleksander set it in motion, ever really hope to be stayed? The energy of choice was kinetic, 
its reverberations unavoidable. 


“You must go get ready, you lazy thing,” Ana insisted. She seemed a little tempestuous, 
which didn’t particularly bode well, “The party begins in at eight, and he will want you ready 
when he arrives.” 


Sighing, Alina ground out the roach and left it there, on the concrete half-wall surrounding 
the roof. No one ever went up there except for her, and if anyone did come across it, they 
would likely think it belonged to one of the staff. 


Ana swept into Alina’s ensuite in a hen’s disapproving, clucking flurry what felt like decades 
later, though less than an hour must have passed, garment bag draped in her arms, reaching 
up to turn off the television monitor set into the vanity mirror. 


Alina realized she was higher than expected, then. She’d been dozing on the tufted chaise in 
the center of the room, still dressed in just the silk robe, watching a French drama she could 
only keep up with if giving concerted effort to. Her grasp on the language, though she’d been 
studying, was tenuous at best. She’d felt utterly, almost uncomfortably relaxed, weightless, as 
if suspended in syrup, time dripping stickily past. 


Her hair was freshly washed and dried, at least, wound up into large rollers for that soft, 
Parisian, bed-headed tousle, but she’d made no other significant steps toward making herself 
presentable. 


“Come, come,” Ana insisted, ushering her onto the stool at her vanity, “Do your makeup, 
make yourself beautiful, ma chére. I will be back to help you into your dress.” 


It was a little irksome, the fact that she was expected to make such a concerted effort to be 
presentable for him, even after all this time. Did he deserve such painstaking preparations, 
after leaving her alone, unoccupied, while he jetted off to god knows where to do god knows 
what? She thought not, certainly. 


And yet she curled her lashes, applied several coats of inky black mascara, dabbed on pinky 
blush to the high points of her cheeks, mimicking an exerted flush. Let Ana zip her into an 
emerald green dress with spaghetti straps, an almost stiflingly fitted bodice, and a slit up the 
thigh of the skirt, almost to the tan, bare skin of her hip, the dark freckle in its hollow where 
Aleksander so loved to kiss her. 


She eschewed the heels Ana had selected for her, for the moment, keenly aware of 
Aleksander’s soft spot for seeing her wander around the estate barefoot, like a little sprite. 
Forewent underwear, too, with a similar motivation — to sweeten him toward her, when he 
learned of how she’d puttered her afternoon away. 


“He’s on a call,” Ivan stood in Alina’s way outside of his office; its heavy doors at his back 
like the great bastion of a well-defended city, and he like a decorated general, on the 
offensive. 


A hot temper surge flooded Alina; a poison she could do nothing but swallow. She hated 
Ivan. Though perhaps, even more so, hated what he stood for, a hatred that stood in the place 
of a formless fear, one she found herself incapable of confronting. 


Ivan had been a security contractor at Anvil, a grunt, one of a few who had followed 
Aleksander from it, into the subsequent venture that now occupied him. Aleksander seemed 
to most value those willing to sacrifice of themselves, to follow him to earth’s end, and for 
that proven devotion, Ivan had secured his great promotion to the head of Aleksander’s 
personal security detail. 


Another thing that had come into being all at once, almost escaping Alina’s notice — one day, 
her husband had hired a security detail. And now, he — they — went nowhere without one. 


What had they become, Alina wondered, and how? 


“Don’t go anywhere,” Ivan scarcely spared her a glance, a momentary flicker between the 
screen of his iPhone and Alina’s slinking, surreptitious retreat. She froze, suspended in space 
at the following words: “He’ll want you here.” 


“T don’t give a single fuck what he wants,” Alina snapped at him, upper lip curled. Forget that 
Ivan was well over six feet tall and broad through the shoulders like a linebacker, and armed 
to the absolute gills, besides — he had clearly forgotten himself in daring to speak to her in 
such a manner. But she had no qualms whatsoever about reminding him. 


The office doors swung inward, a too-convenient timing, and Aleksander stood at their 
parting, beckoning her in. He was still on the phone — Alina could hear the hollow echo of 
men’s voices on the other line through the conference phone speaker, their competing voices 
a harsh clamor of Russian. 


He took most of his business calls in other languages now — at least the ones she was within 
earshot of. It hadn’t escaped her, that these conversations were held in French with 
increasingly less frequency, the more her competence with the language grew. 


Sulky, biting her tongue until the flood of her saliva tempered with rust, Alina flounced into 
the room, plopping down in one of the leather chairs before his desk to wait, swinging her 
feet and scrolling through various social media feeds on her phone. He’d called her off of 
Ivan, called her to heel, to sit before him like a well-trained pet, with little more than a stern 
beckoning. She refused to dwell on this. 


Almost thirty minutes passed her by in this way as Aleksander struggled to wrap up the call, 
always one more concern to be flagged, opinion to be voiced, when it seemed as if it would 
finally conclude. 


He watched Alina as much as anything, meditative eyes on her face, studying her as she 
stared out the window, head lolling tiredly onto her shoulder. Stood to pace before the 


windows, covetous of her gaze, a nervous energy in his extremities as the call finally, 
blessedly, came to an end. 


She met him where he stood, delivering herself to him, pressing her chest into his belly, arms 
squeezing in around him, chin tilted up to accept the kisses he peppered down onto her 
cheeks, her nose, her forehead, freckling her like the sun. 


“Hello, my darling wife.” His voice was warm: a honeyed, almost sensuous drawl. He kissed 
her neck, soft, sweet, up to the side of her jaw, breathing her in as she, in turn, labored to 
breathe against the overwhelming surge of her own adoration, her own need, which burned in 
her, inexhaustible, too long denied. “Have you been a good girl while I was away?” 


She felt a luxurious wave of warmth between her thighs, a phantom echoing. “Yes,” she 
claimed. 


He cupped her chin in his hand, gazed down into her eyes, and gave her a wicked smirk that 
made her realize Ana would not have had to tell him anything about her afternoon’s 
indiscretions. She’d thought, maybe, he would mistake the spectral red of her eyes for 
allergies. She’d been a fool. 


“My little pothead,” he remarked with a frown, dropping a peck of a kiss onto the slope of 
her nose. “Has life really been so dull while I was away? Have you missed me so terribly, 
malyshka?” 


“T wouldn’t say that,” she scoffed, turning her nose up at the suggestion. 


“No? Are you sure?” his fingertips traced the soft curvature of her brow, along the lofty jut of 
her cheekbone, the pad of his thumb just dipping into the part between her lips. “Because 
perhaps I could have forgiven the impudence, Alina, of your getting high out of your gourd 
when you know you’re not allowed, if I knew that it was only your agonizing longing for 
your husband that had driven you to act out in such a way...” he mused, spinning his little 
yarn, a threatening cat’s cradle. 


He would’ve liked it as much as anything, she thought, to turn her at the hips over the surface 
of that desk, to tuck the hem of her party dress up under her belly and spank her soundly for 
her disobedience, leave her bottom stinging, an abraded prickling against the silk as he 
tugged her skirt back down and sent her off, cruelly admonished, to compose herself before 
their guests arrived. 


And perhaps she would’ve liked it too. But it wasn’t what she wanted most. 


“Tn that case,” she said, smiling placidly up at him, “I missed you so much, I thought I might 
die of it,” she sighed, histrionic, affecting a southern belle’s forlorn simper. “The devil’s 
lettuce was the only thing to pull me through — I never would’ve touched the stuff otherwise.” 


She was giggly, light-headed with delight as he, smirking, swept her up to sit on the edge of 
his desk, to hug her knees in around his hips as he leaned in over her to kiss her, palm 
skimming up the part in her skirt to squeeze, hard, at the fleshy outside of her thigh. She 


nipped, playful, at his bottom lip, and he licked into her mouth, across the row of her sharp 
little teeth. 


She could feel his wolfish grin when he found her bare beneath the dress, fingertips stroking 
in the gentlest of pets between her legs, gently coaxing the petals of her cunt to part, to offer 
up the silken, damnable slickness within to his touch. He took the baby pearl of her clit 
between two fingers and she sighed against his lips. 


“Lay back, sweetheart,” he coaxed her, voice hellishly soft. “Let Daddy take care of you.” 


So she did, stretching her arms up over her head in utter supplication, surrendering totally to 
his capricious will to give or take, his shoulders bearing up her legs and holding them apart as 
he knelt down before her, supporting their weight so that she could slip entirely out of her 
mind and just feel. 


Thumbs peeling apart the blushing, perfect split of her labia, he pressed his tongue into the 
velvet honey sweetness of her cunt, a sweeping lave that seemed to roll its way across her 
clit. All of the breath whooshed out of her lungs in a pleasured exhale, the most relaxed, 
sighing breath, like she herself had finally returned home from a weeks-long voyage. 


The deepest sense of rightness, of belonging, radiated in her gut at the kiss of his lips framing 
her clit. In truth, she missed him so much when he was away, enough to go near-mad with the 
longing. But she would be damned if she would admit it. 


The pressure between her thighs mounted, sparks building behind her eyes, and she squirmed 
on the surface of his desk, a serpentine twisting — he pressed her thighs back harder, more 
open, the rasp of his facial hair keener, still, against her tiny, rapidly flexing entrance, tongue 
lapping rhythmically against the delicate jewel of her clit. 


Her hands flew down to where his were braced on the backs of her thighs, holding them 
apart, scrabbling for some purchase, some kind of anchoring as the cataclysm loomed — he 
took her hands in his, pressed them there, bracing her as she held herself open for him, his 
thumbs stroking across the backs of her palms, the childish dimples of her knuckles, 
soothing. 


He loved her so fucking much she could faste it, like a sweetness in her mouth, 
overwhelming her senses. In these moments of perfect, otherworldly sync, she wondered how 
she had ever doubted his love for her. Perhaps it had been quieter, once, but it was screaming 
now. 


Pitiful puppy whimpers sounded high in her throat as she jerked her hips against his mouth, 
riding his tongue to an orgasm that juddered, slow, up her spine, throwing its warmth to her 
fingertips and toes, sizzling along her brainstem. She cried out, ecstatic, as he licked her 
through it, coaxing her over every trembling peak. 


She lay back, taking her hands along her own body, a sightless contour of shape, something 
grounding, something to remind herself that she was real, that she was more than stardust, 
that she occupied a physical form. 


Her head rolled fitfully on the desk blotter, and she happened, in a cumdrunk hazy, half- 
lidded glance, to note that she could see the faintest sliver of Aleksander’s email, aglow on 
his screen like some bluish beacon. 


She propped herself up just slightly, shakily, on one elbow, to confirm that his eyes were 
closed in a fed contentment, dark lashes an enviable lace near skimming the tops of his 
cheeks as he devoured her cunt with an openmouthed fervor, and then reached out to tilt the 
monitor toward herself, finding that the harsh glare of the sun, spilling in the bay windows, 
made it impossible to read the screen from the current angle. 


It wasn’t the first time, nor was it likely to be the last, that she found herself driven to snoop 
through his emails. 


Since he’d stepped down from Anvil, they’d adopted such an odd code of silence when it 
came to his career — something he’d engineered, she thought, but which she’d fallen into with 
as much ease as if it had been her own idea. There was a part of her, quite dominant, which 
feared she’d be better off not knowing. 


Which was not to say that she hadn’t initially pried for information, with all the crowbar’s 
levering she had the strength for — that was, to her, of a second nature, not to be avoided. 
She’d peppered him with questions, at the start, about his new venture. It was his standoffish 
response, really, which had made treacherous the channel of communication. 


He’d avoided describing his new enterprise altogether until she’d insisted on it, or rather 
threatened to book the first flight back to New York if he refused, and even then he had 
merely divulged that the work was in government contracting, in approximately the same 
vein as work he’d done with Anvil, though arguably further removed from the actual conflict. 


She reminded him, then, of the platitudes he’d fed her the night of their wedding, the ones 
she’d so graciously swallowed, of how he’d given up being a warmonger for her, and he’d 
sighed, stroking her cheek, and told her with an almost patronizing frown that it was his 
responsibility, as her husband, to provide for them, and if this was the only way he could 
figure to do so, he would simply have to endure her disappointment that he wasn’t a more 
perfect man. 


She remembered what he’d said, the once, about the Army’s offering him a very limited skill 
set and turning him loose with it. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps it was all too deeply 
ingrained to ever hope to leave it behind. Perhaps she was better off not concerning herself 
with it at all. 


Often she was content to live in the not knowing, in the uncomplicated bliss of being his 
pretty little fool. It was so easy to write it all off as having nothing whatsoever to do with her. 
But other times, she felt that old curiosity curdle within, take ahold. 


Not long after their first anniversary, she’d stolen a few moments alone with his email, 
unlocking his screen by holding it up before his slack, sweetly sleeping face as he lay beside 
her in bed, totally unawares. She’d scrolled a while through his inbox before he’d stirred and 
startled her, parsing through the uninteresting to glean few words of particular note, buried in 
an email from a name she didn’t recognize — bid, contract, $300 million, ammunition... 


Those few words had been enough. She’d fled with a tote stuffed with little more than a few 
changes of clothes, spent three weeks with her parents in Salt Lake City, enduring their well- 
meaning badgering about how all marriages took work, before he’d flown in on a redeye like 
a gleaming knight come to retrieve her, and convinced her to come back home. 


She’d learned something, in that moment, about her own conviction. Something she would 
have preferred not knowing. 


So maybe he’d never said it aloud, maybe she’d never seen it written in plain English, but she 
knew what her husband did for work, why it was he felt compelled to have them followed by 
an armed security detail, just in case. And sometimes, she couldn’t resist pressing on the 
bruise, confronting herself with it, reminding herself of where the money came from, 
reminding herself of how the person she’d been, once, had progressively warped into a shape 
she scarcely recognized. 


Just a little further now — her fingertips caught the edge of the monitor’s frame, trembling as 
his ardent mouth between her legs drove her to distraction, and gave it the slightest turn... 


His reach doubled hers as his arm shot out past her outstretched fingers to smack the screen 
in the opposite direction, sending the entire monitor careening to the ground, facedown with a 
loud smack, a resulting shatter of glass. 


“Am I boring you, Alinochka?” he asked, turning to wipe off his chin on the inside of her 
thigh, leaving behind an obscene pearlescent streak as his facial hair grated against the 
softness of her skin. 


“Maybe a bit,” she shrugged, chin jutting out, defiant. 


He drew himself up to his full height, rising out of a kneel like something out of a nightmare, 
a foreboding figure that grew like a dark shadow, stretching clear up to the ceiling, and she 
shivered in her skin at the wild surge of intimidation and arousal that filled her stomach with 
alternating flashes of fire and ice. 


He smacked her across her smart little mouth, easy, open-handed, catching her chin between 
his fingers as the stinging impact turned her face, and leaned in, nose almost to her nose, to 
say, “I think, perhaps, I can find another way to keep you occupied.” 


She made to close her knees as he stepped out from between them — he pushed them back 
apart to smack her hard between her splayed legs, an upward strike that stung the distended 
cherry of her clit, chiefly, and made her yelp, a wounded bleat. There was something 
especially wrong about it, his hurting her there, that made her writhe. 


He took hold of her hair at the scalp, and with a wrenching tug, used it to manipulate her onto 
her back, scattering sheaves of paper and fountain pens as he dragged her head over the edge 
of the desk, so that she was looking up at him asunder, head tilted all the way back. 


“Open your mouth,” he instructed, stepping in close, until her nose almost pressed against his 
zipper, which he reached down to, unzipping and drawing out his cock. “Stick out your 
tongue,” he instructed, and as she did, he slapped the head of his cock against it, smearing 


precum into its center. “Keep it out,” he insisted, pushing his cock into her mouth, against her 
soft palate, into the side of her cheek, prodding, testing the dimensions. 


He slotted his cock in further, then, driving it with a sharp thrust into the back of her throat, 
hand cupped around the curve of her skull to keep her from wrenching back, colliding with 
the lip of the desk. He sat there as her throat spasmed around him, struggling to adjust to the 
intrusion, his balls drawn up tight, grazing the bridge of her nose. 


“Suck Daddy’s cock, sweetheart,” he urged her. “I want to see my cum all over your pretty 
face.” 


She did as she was bid, hollowing out her cheeks, sealing her lips around his cock, sucking as 
best as she could as he began to fuck her mouth, her head tilted upside down. 


The harder he plunged down into her throat, the harder she gagged, spastic, around the 
invading thickness of his cock, filling out her entire mouth, closing off her airway. A heaving 
gag, like all of her insides wanted to turn themselves inside out. He only seemed encouraged 
by the choking and spluttering, fucking her throat even harder. 


The angle was purposeful, awful — allowed him to thrust down into her throat, too deep, and 
gave her no leverage with which to stop him. The blood pooling within her head as she lay 
backward over the desk pounded behind her eyes and in her face. There was an awful, 
gulping, glugging sound as he fucked her throat, too obscene to bear. 


He reached down the line of her body, past her heaving tummy as she gagged on his cock, to 
play with her clit, an offhanded stroking, like he was making a mockery of how easily he 
could drive her totally out of her mind. And it worked — she was oversensitive in the extreme, 
so that his touch almost burned, pulling her focus entirely away from the cock in her throat, 
driving her to twist and thrash, involuntary. If he kept it up, she was going to choke herself 
unconscious. 


Spluttering and coughing, she lurched upright, clearing her throat and spitting thickly onto 
his wireless keyboard before reaching out to seize a handful of his dress shirt to wipe her 
face. 


“Alina, please,” he sighed, underwhelmed by the theatrics of it all. 


“T’m drowning,” she complained, clearing her eyes and nose of the viscous mix of saliva and 
precum, swabbing them free with the hem of his white shirt. 


“Are you quite done?” he asked, once she’d made an absolute ruin of the shirt. He was 
already beginning to unbutton it, to shrug it from his shoulders as she nodded, deciding she 
was. “Good. Now come over here and finish what you started, malyshka, before I rethink 
giving you the spanking you clearly deserve.” 


He sat back in his leather executive chair, waiting for her to come to him, to kneel down at 
his feet, skimming his erection through his palm, an offhanded stroke, precum glistening, 
jeweled, at the tip. She slid from the lip of the desk and crawled to him, hands and knees, the 
way she would over broken glass if only he would ask it of her. 


Took him back into her mouth, deep, flattening her tongue along the ridge, choking her own 
self on the overwhelming length of him, liking the way that the tears streamed from her eyes 
and her nose ran and her lips drooled down her chin, like her body became fluid for him, 
desolidified. Like she could just melt, slip away down a drain and be gone. 


He yanked her up off of his cock to shoot his load across her face, the kind of avant-garde 
splattering Pollock would have envied, clear into her hairline, a burn like bleach in her eye. 
His balls jerked with life, cupped in her palm, as she fastened her lips over the mushroom 
head of his cock, sweeping her tongue into the split of its tip. 


Thick skeins of saliva and and his spend stretched between her lips and the head of his cock, 
breaking at her chin. He cupped her cheek in hand, thumb pressing a dribble of his cum back 
into her mouth, over her tongue. Waves of utter adoration radiated from his eyes, the kind of 
soul-feeding manna that had Alina sticky to her thighs beneath her dress, throbbing with utter 
devotion. 


Her husband. Hers forever. She still marveled most days at the fact. It scarcely seemed real. 


“Go get cleaned up for the party,” Aleksander said, pressing his thumb to the very back of her 
throat, inspiring a spirited gag. “And perhaps you should take one of your pills. You seem a 
little.. .high strung tonight.” 


There were times that forever seemed like more of a curse. 


Alina had to wash her face and start completely over, makeup-wise, though her hair proved at 
least to be salvageable once she’d washed the cum out of her wispy curtain bangs and redried 
them around a round brush. Miraculously, her dress was clean, and though her left eye burned 
like the dickens, the sclera an irritated red, once she’d applied a few coats of mascara, she 
doubted anyone would take particular note of it. 


On her way out of the bedroom she paused, backtracking to her bedside table, in which she 
found her pills, weighing them in hand for a beat, turning the bottle to hear them collide 
within, a rainmaker’s sound. In the end, she unscrewed the cap, swallowed one dry before 
heading out to the party. 


Aleksander was right. She felt a little high strung tonight. 


In the backyard, Alina recognized one out of every twenty faces she passed, threading her 
way through gaps in the schmoozing roil of the crowd — if that many. A creeping, distinct 
sense of unreality had settled in, a nauseated wash like all of the blood leaving her face, an 
impossible sensation to shake. 


These were not her guests. This was not her party. This was not her life. 


The slightly disturbed, hyper-green edge of the afternoon’s high, lingering in her blood, had 
her head on a swivel, had her peering around with great suspicion, scrutinizing the 
shimmering edge of every impeccably dressed figure. Was this all a construction, some 


microcosm of a life she’d been dropped down into, a rat set free in a maze? Were they all 
watching her live it, amused by all of her scurrying around? Was she the only one who didn’t 
know the truth? 


She could cast her mind back as far as she liked — no answer existed for how she’d gotten 
herself here. Some cruel clockmaker must have wound her up and set her loose, never again 
to intervene. Did he watch her, still, amuse himself with all of her blundering? 


She felt like a ghost of herself, drifting about, unseen. Feared she might look down to find her 
skin had gone translucent as glass. 


She spotted Aleksander in the crowd, the beacon of his body a monolith of truth on the 
horizon of the room. But he was embroiled in conversation, speaking animatedly, wearing 
that too-charming facade, eating the attentions of his rapt audience. 


She needed him, needed his eyes on her to anchor her, to flesh her out, to actualize her, but he 
was so out of reach to her in settings like these, just as intangible as she felt now — her hands 
would pass straight through him like smoke. 


So she diverted her course, took a detour to the open bar to order herself a French 75, the too 
on the nose cocktail of the evening, and sought out another, more age-appropriate crowd. Her 
only salvation from the tedium of playing her husband’s silent accessory for the evening, 
spiraling all the while, unsettling flashes of derealization strobing through her mind. 


The resident young people of the party — children of Aleksander’s guests, all in their twenties, 
dragged along by rich parents who were determined to ensure their enmeshment in 
appropriate society — had jimmied the lock on the poolhouse door and were in a sloppy, hard- 
drinking arrangement on the filed-away poolside furniture within, lounges dragged into a 
semi-circle and collapsed onto. Alina joined them there, closing the shaded French doors at 
her back. 


Charlotte sat back against one of the lounges, knees tucked against her chest, cut crystal glass 
of whiskey squeezed between her knees, a lit joint pinched between two fingers. She had a 
strong jaw, an even stronger chin. Her father’s features, echoed in her face. Her lush mouth, 
the wild, dark mane of her hair, were all her mother’s. Marc, her twin brother, was sat 
diagonal to her, laying backward across another chaise, and he looked just like her, so that her 
face was something deeply familial, not her own. 


Emil sat at the end of Charlotte’s lounger, accepting the joint as she passed it across to him 
with a resulting shower of ash tapped free. Emil had peculiar features — hooded eyes, a strong 
nose, angular brow, which nonetheless, in amalgam, made him good looking enough to be 
wary of. 


Alina’s friendship with the group was an uneasy arrangement, a quiet cabal; their closeness 
perhaps not what it might have been, had she found herself more often in a position to accept 
their invitation to various parties and clubs in the city. She was always slinking away to see 
them, professing to be elsewhere, doing otherwise, when Aleksander called her from 
countries over to inquire. 


It wasn’t that Aleksander didn’t want Alina to have friends, of course; just that he didn’t want 
her to have these ones in particular. She imagined this had much to do with his initial 
introduction to the three, on the tail end of a business trip to Rome, when he’d returned home 
to find that Alina had slipped out of the house at a changing of the guard and joined them on 
an impromptu trip to Monaco, where she’d blown a staggering amount of money on a game 
of Texas Hold ‘Em. Her ill-advised overconfidence hadn’t been her friends’ fault, but the 
association had proven hard to shake. 


“Hey, Alina,” Emil was the only one of the three to greet her verbally, smiling over at her as 
she settled in at the foot of one of the lounges — he was always smiling at her like that, like he 
knew something she didn’t. He had those queerly sharp canines, doglike fangs, the lush, over- 
ripe mouth with the freckle at its bottom right comer, the kind of spot you couldn’t help but 
picture putting your own mouth to. “You good?” 


“Good,” she said. She could not have been further from good, but it felt okay to say it, 
because there was something in the green of his eyes which said he already knew the truth. 
Being truly seen by someone afforded her the same space as ever to take a breath, a shaky 
inhale. 


“Ah, it’s the American, come to party with the frogs! Isn’t that how you call us?” Marc called 
out to her, boisterous. 


“Not to your faces,” Alina replied lightly. 


“The music they’re playing out there is really tragic,” Charlotte complained around a 
billowing mouthful of smoke. Dragon girl. “You think you could get them to play something 
from this century?” 


“T sincerely doubt it.” Alina had tried, more than once before, to pay the DJ at one of these 
parties to take her song requests. Apparently he had been forewarned against it, or so he’d 
said. She wondered by whom. 


“T’m a fan of it, personally,” Emil disagreed. “It’s mellowing.” 


“These people are ancient. If they get anymore mellow, they’ll probably just lay down and 
die,” Marc scoffed. 


“T’d be an even greater fan of that,” Emil shrugged. 


“Thank fuck, you’ve absconded with the good stuff,” Alina commented as she emptied her 
glass and Emil passed a bottle of Laphroaig scotch across to her. 


“The bored housewife, drinking to excess with her inappropriate friends. You’re fast 
becoming a stereotype,” he tutted. 


Alina’s only statement in return was the slim, emphatic line of her middle finger. 


Was that really how they saw her? Were they really so off-base? 


“What’s it /ike being married? What do you do all day?” Charlotte asked her, much the way 
one would have asked what it was like to be a neurosurgeon, quite like being a wife was her 
vocation. She shuddered at the thought. 


Alina wasn’t certain that she knew how to explain what it was like being married, chiefly 
because it wasn’t something that she fe/t in any acute way. Easy enough to forget, when 
Aleksander wasn’t reminding her of it. What she did all day was easier, by far, to detail. “I do 
some freelance legal work for my husband’s company in New York — reviewing sales 
contracts and nondisclosure agreements; really riveting stuff,” she explained. 


Her employment was Anvil was, for the most part, a farce; something Aleksander had set up 
to humor her. When Alina spoke with the General Counsel, it wasn’t hard to identify that her 
contribution to the legal team was neither necessary or desired. 


But she collected the paycheck all the same, and it comforted her, farce or not, to have her 
own pittance of an income to squirrel away for rainy days impending. Sometimes she felt it 
more acutely than others, the storm clouds rolling in. 


Beyond that, the true answer to the question of what it was Alina did all day was not much. 
Her friends back home in New York were deeply entrenched in the big law careers she’d 
forgone, chasing the partnership track at their firms, and on another continent, besides, so she 
seldom spoke with them, and saw them even less. 


She’d attempted to channel her wasted energies into philanthropy, into throwing money at 
causes, trying her best to out the stain, to wash the money clean, but the satisfaction of each 
signed check was too fleeting, and she lacked the social graces to schmooze — to attend galas 
and shake hands and kiss cheeks and pretend like the collective carbon footprint in every 
room wasn’t a massive part of the problem. 


And in the quiet, and in the empty, when she was left alone inside her own head, that familiar 
voice inside refused to be silenced — it told her she was not satisfied, that she would never be 
satisfied with this kind of life. It told her to divest herself of everything, to burn it all to ash, 
to start anew. 


“Ah, a little nepotism makes the world go ‘round,” Marc said with a scoff. 
“That it does,” Alina agreed, unbothered. “Who do you work for again?” 


“Our father,” Charlotte barked with laughter, while Marc took a chagrined hit from the joint, 
which was, at this juncture, merely an inch or so in length. 


The joint made another few rotations before anyone spoke again, burning down nearly to the 
fingertips, and Alina eased back to recline across the lounger, a wrist across her eyes, feeling 
like she was pinwheeling backward through space, just riding the wave of it. 


“God, aren’t you a bit young to be married? You’re like a child bride.” Looking across 
through a squinted eye, Alina found that Charlotte was watching her, scrutinizing her closely, 
a mystified expression scrunching her brow. 


“My parents are hoping I marry Pauline soon,” Emil offered in Alina’s stead. “They’re 
retiring; they want grandchildren. None of us are as young, anymore, as we feel.” 


“That’s for fucking sure.” Marc sighed heavily, an appropriately world-weary sound, a sound 
that echoed all that Alina felt on the subject. 


She wasn’t young, not the way she’d been, once, when nothing in the world could touch her. 
But nor was she old, feeling her age as the distinct impression, the ache in her bones, that she 
knew Aleksander felt it as. She lived somewhere in between the two, mired in a peculiarly 
actionless ennui. Suspended in amber; crystallized. 


“What about you and Nicole? Any wedding bells on the horizon?” Alina asked Marc, 
preferring to redirect the group’s focus, to not be solicited any further to discuss her personal 
motivations behind getting married at the age she did. 


“She won’t marry him,” Charlotte replied, sure. “Well, if she’s smart she won’t. He cheats on 
her like every other weekend.” 


“T hate to say this of my future wife, but she’s really not that smart,” Marc shrugged. 


Such was the way with so many couples, Alina had found. Intelligence played no particular 
part in it, the decision to cleave together. Unions driven instead by the fear of the unknown; 
the threat that one’s blood would never rise the same way for anyone else, for better or for 
worse. 


“This conversation is riveting, really, but I should probably go attend to my guests,” Alina 
decided, rising out of her stoned recline with a heaving sigh, feeling like her bones were 
magnetized to the ground. 


“Oh, stay just a little while longer, won’t you?” Charlotte insisted with a pleading pout. 
“Marc’s brought us all a little treat.” 


“You like to ski, don’t you?” Marc held up a little baggie, eyebrows waggling, goading. 


Alina’s lips curled into an impish grin. 


The contrasting highs burned in Alina’s brain like hot sparks of electricity as she reintegrated 
with the greater population of the party. She would rather have stayed in the poolhouse all 
night, but knew Aleksander would eventually have noted her absence, perhaps come looking 
for her himself, perhaps sent Ivan, the well-trained hound, to track down her scent. 


She found her husband performing still for another captivated audience of business partners, 
the mask inexhaustible, and he caught her around the waist and pulled her into his body as 
she approached the axis of his conversation, turning to her with the kind of smile that she 
could feel, radiating clear into her marrow. 


That there was anyone who was that happy just to see her face, she marveled at on a near- 
constant basis; even more bewildered to find that she felt the same in return — an answering 


billowing in her chest like her lungs were expanding with helium at the pure white flash of 
his grin. 


There were moments like this that reminded her, clear as day, how his love could feel 
essential, like the only thing sustaining her life. It felt so fucking good to be touched by him, 
to be held close by him, to swim out to him like a buoy in miles of treacherous sea. Surely 
she could endure an eternity of floating in the ether, uncertain, if it was punctuated by 
moments of perfect clarity, moments like this. 


“ ..[ leave for Lisbon tomorrow,” Aleksander was saying then. Alina could see his mouth 
moving quite clearly as he spoke the words and yet, the idea that he was speaking them was 
slow to compute. He was...leaving? Again? “Thankfully it’s only for a few days.” 


“What the fuck?” Alina demanded, spitting it, the fine spray between her teeth visible in the 
sidelighting of the room; a visceral reaction with no regard to the fact that they were in mixed 
company. She twisted free of the cinched loop of his arm around her waist. 


“Uh oh, Morozova. Sounds like you forgot to tell the wife,” one of the men chuckled, his 
tone painfully patronizing. Alina could see beads of sweat on his forehead, the spacey blown 
pupils set into dull blue eyes. She wasn’t the only one at this party who’d gotten caught in the 
snow. 


“You've got a little something here,” she tapped her right nostril to emphasize, eyes narrowed 
and unfriendly as she regarded him. 


“Alina,” Aleksander warned as the man turned away from them, going puce, and the 
remainder of the group turned stiltedly away, recirculating to the bar. 


“You said you were done for the month,” she retorted, eyes flashing. He’d promised no more 
travel, promised they’d take a train, spend a weekend at the shore. He’d promised her so 
many things. 


“Something has come up,” he said. Not repentant. Not enough. 


“Oh, of course. I guess III just sit at home and fucking wait for you, huh? Is that all I’m ever 
supposed to do? For the rest of my fucking life?” she demanded, a slightly hysterical edge 
spiking in her voice. It was the coke — it maxed everything out to a level twelve, and she was 
powerless to anything but weather the literal monsoon of her emotion. 


What kind of utter fucking cliché had they become, the absent businessman and the identity- 
less, vacant wife? She had shut her eyes for a split second and they had become her parents. 
She wanted to retch, wanted to unzip her skin at the back and dash off into the night, flayed, 
never to return. 


She had never wanted this, would never had permitted it, had she seen any of it coming. But 
she had been so deeply in his thrall, besotted, lost in him. She’d lost her entire se/fin him, 
buried herself there, and feared there was no digging her free. 


“We'll discuss this later tonight, dear,” Aleksander told her, passing his palm over the crown 
of her head, gentling, like she was a child throwing a tantrum, like this would quiet her, to be 
made to feel smaller, even more inconsequential. He didn’t fucking understand. 


She wrenched out from beneath his hand and stalked away from him, as far from the party as 
she could possibly get, in a blind, raging flight down the garden path, until the sound of the 
music faded at her back, hedge blooms brushing along her elbow and arm, catching at the 
hem of her dress as she took a sharp turn, into the center of the maze. 


She climbed up into the gazebo centering the garden — ornate, Italian-style, with stately white 
columns and a caged wrought iron dome dripping with ivy — and was struggling to light the 
joint she’d filched out of Charlotte’s clutch in the poolhouse, flicking her lighter time and 
again to no avail, cursing, on the precipice of certain, pitiful tears when she heard shoes on 
the gravel a ways down the path. 


Aleksander, come to comfort her, she thought. 


But it was Emil who emerged then, out of the tall hedge maze, hands tucked into his trouser 
pockets, producing his own lighter as he came closer to her, holding the flame to the end of 
the joint as she sucked in, puffing it to life. 


“You know, we’re very similar, you and I,” he mused as he sat beside her on the stone bench 
of the gazebo. 


“Are we?” Alina scoffed, finding the dialogue to be, to her taste, a little too teen drama. 


Emil just nodded, not catching, in the pall of the dark, how she rolled her eyes, or simply 
choosing to ignore it. Probably for the best, that. “We’re both caged. By expectations not our 
own. Forced into roles we can never seem to fit ourselves into, no matter how we try.” 


A little trite, this speech of his, but not totally off base, either. It articulated a long-held fear 
of Alina’s, that she would never, despite her best efforts, fit comfortably into her own life; 
opened up a decades-old wound, drawing blood to the surface. 


“Neither one of us is really meant for that kind of restraint, though. And we won’t be able to 
put up with it forever. We’ll have to break free of it eventually. It’s in our nature, being free.” 


It was all so laughable as to be almost...endearing. He’d claimed, in the pool house, to 
understand that he was no longer young. But to Alina, there was almost nothing more young 
at heart, more naive, than to remain under the illusion that anyone was ever truly free. 


Emil’s expression went suddenly serious, face smoothing out into an almost consternated 
focus. And Alina knew it was coming, but decided to do nothing to intervene as he leaned 
across to kiss her, lips the faintest whisper over hers. Maybe she wanted to feel it, wanted to 
know if she even could. Maybe she just didn’t care. 


But she pulled sharply away before her lack of reaction could embolden him, said, “My 
husband will have you killed.” 


Their gazes were locked, and something he read in hers made him pull away, too, as if 
burned. Perhaps he believed her. Perhaps he should have. 


“T should get back to Charlotte and Marc,” he said, already standing to turn away. And as he 
did, as he headed back down the garden path he’d taken to seek her out, he skirted around the 
aforementioned husband, pressing his back into the hedges to stay as far out of reach as 
possible as Aleksander held ground in the very center of the path, looming miles tall. 


Alina tried, in that moment, to imagine what Aleksander had just seen, to review the 
reconstruction of it through his eyes, which were stormy dark now, gone totally black in the 
lack of light, the pupils completely swallowed up. 


She could acknowledge that she would never forgive him a similar trespass — had she arrived 
upon such a scene to see him as close to another woman, in a similarly secluded setting, 
under the drip of starlight, she knew well that she would have lost her mind, gone absolutely 
ballistic. 


And perhaps merely acknowledging that she held him to a totally different standard than 
herself did not absolve her of the hypocrisy. But this, too, was a part of who she was; a part of 
herself she doubted very much she would ever be able to shake. 


And she had long since given up on requiring such consistency of herself, a behavioral ideal 
too far out of reach. Her reflex, both deeply ingrained and unshakable, when she felt slighted 
by him, was to do her best to drive him mad with jealousy, to remind him that if she wanted 
anyone else, if he drove her to that point, she could certainly have them. It was the lasso 
she’d secured around his middle, ever testing its integrity. 


It wasn’t healthy, of course. She was under no illusions about that. But it was real. It was 
them — who they were; who they had become together. The monsters they had made. 


So she may not have been sorry, but she was afraid, nonetheless, of what Aleksander might 
do, what he might say, so she made the split decision not to face him at all, fleeing out the 
opposite side of the gazebo, down a narrow cobbled path leading down the sloping hill to the 
vineyard. 


The treachery of running over cobbles in heels slowed her some, and she could feel, like a 
prickling at the back of her neck, that he was in pursuit of her. As ever, he was taking his 
time, following in easy, loping strides, giving her the space to exhaust herself before he 
pounced. 


She kicked out of her heels with some difficulty as she skidded onto a dirt path, branching 
out into the rows and rows of grapevines, all withered and trimmed back, in snarls of neglect. 
He wasn’t around often enough, wasn’t paying good enough attention, and this is what had 
become of their vineyard in his absence — chances were, the coming year, it wouldn’t even 
fruit. She felt a barb of resentment, sharp in her chest as she ran barefoot, lurching over twigs 
and stones, between the staked rows of vines. 


The impact was greater than she’d expected when he brought her down in the dirt, and 
perhaps he was angrier than she expected, too. The full weight of his body bore down on her 


as he rode her down to the ground — she took the impact mostly on her bum, sitting into the 
fall, and then on her elbow and wrist as her arm shot out to catch her. 


His body was so lean, so lupine and fluid in its movement, like he was a wolf descending on 
felled prey, curved in a perfect arc above her as he tore at the side seam of her dress, 
shredding the skirt clear up to her hip and then over, across her belly in a careless yank that 
lifted her clear off the ground. Beasts — they were only beasts again, abandoning words, 
leading with their bodies to express the monstrousness inside. 


He wasn’t expecting her to fight back, to reach up and slap his face, to drive the full force of 
her body into pushing back on his shoulders, knocking him back onto his heels, then further 
still, pinning his shoulders to the ground. She had incalculable fury-strength, the kind of 
adrenaline coursing through her blood that could’ ve lifted a Volkswagen. She knelt on his 
forearms, breath heaving as she loomed over him and fit her hands to his throat. 


He’d killed a part of her she could not name. The part that needed no one; the solitary beast 
inside that made its own decisions and licked its own wounds. So perhaps, in turn, she would 
return the favor; kill some part of him. 


But he only /aughed, a stifled sound that caught in his throat as her tiny hands laced about his 
windpipe and squeezed. Smoothed his palms up her flanks and dug his fingers in, drawing 
her down into his lap, to grind her hips into a tight rotation over his erection as she choked 
him out. 


Bastard. Sick fucking bastard. 


She lurched away from him, furious, to stand, but he caught her around the ankle and yanked 
her feet out from under her, pulling sharper as she turned over onto her hands and knees to 
scramble away, fingers digging in feral claws, spade-like, into the soil. Dragged her through 
the dirt, under him, pressing the full weight of his body down over hers to pin her to the 
ground. 


She flailed like mad, stirring up the dirt around them, so that she was breathing it into her 
panting nostrils, tasting the earth on the back of her tongue. He pressed his palm, hard, to the 
side of her head, holding her cheek down against the ground, so that she almost imagined she 
could hear it, the deep, metronomic thrumming of the pulse of the earth. 


“Now, now, Alinochka,” he chastised her for the ineffectual struggle, squaring his hips right 
up against her ass, the hard, left-leaning line of his erection pressed tight against her. “You 
know better by now, don’t you?” he taunted. 


“Fuck you,” she snarled, lip curled unpleasantly, though doubting she looked particularly 
fearsome, given the way she’d been driven down into the dirt, rough against her cheek. 


“You lose all sense when I let you go too long with a hard dicking, don’t you, dear?” he 
sighed, sitting back on her legs, pinning them down, “Doesn’t paint you in the most flattering 
light, does it, being that fucking cock hungry?” 


She drove her elbow back blindly and struck him in the side of his ribs, hard. He stifled it, but 
she did not miss his pained exhalation of sound at the impact. The pang of her arousal, 
between her legs, was like a literal blow, as was his retribution — he caught her arm, 
wrenched it up between her shoulderblades, a sharp, wrong strain in the socket like 
something might tear free. 


“Ouch!” she complained, a high whine. 


“Be still,” he warned, releasing her, toeing the line of too much with an impeccable 
attentiveness. 


He wedged his hand down between her thighs, driving his fingertips in between the lips of 
her cunt to slick back the hood of her clit, painting the exposed, swollen bead of it with all of 
her molten wetness, making her clamp her thighs down hard around his wrist, trapping his 
hand. An excess of sensation, too blindingly bright, making her rake up still more soil 
beneath her fingernails. If she could not fight him off, she would dig her way free. 


He pushed two fingers inside of her at once, driving them in deep, making her gasp out a 
curse, palms slapping the ground, seeking purchase and not finding it. 


“Does that hurt, my love? That doesn’t bode well for you at all, does it?” he mused, curling 
those fingers against the front wall of her cunt, dragging them against the sponginess of her 
g-spot, against her bladder, inspiring a sensation like she needed to pee, but couldn’t, even as 
something else, something less unpleasantly biological, began to build, warm, in the same 
space, between her hips. 


He ground his erection up against her, against the side of her ass, crude. She was pinned 
between him and the earth, his fingers in her cunt, seething with something like hatred, which 
tasted almost the same as his love, her teeth clenched hard around it. 


“Taste how fucking wet you are for me, malyshka,” he instructed, reaching around to hook 
his fingers into her mouth, to push them into the very back of her throat. She gagged weakly 
around them, tasting the earthy cyprine of her own cunt on the back of her tongue. 


He pulled apart the cheeks of her ass, his weight steady over her, pinning her to the ground as 
she started, feeling too keenly exposed, and beginning to press one of those spit slick fingers 
against her there, where she was more unyielding still. 


“Don’t!” she insisted, reaching out to catch his wrist. For god’s sake, he couldn’t just do that. 


“You sure you don’t want it back here, little girl?” he taunted, fingertips circling, taunting. 
“T’ve heard some particularly bad girls actually /ike to take their daddy’s cock there.” 


The pounding in her cunt was so strong she could scarcely stand it, synced totally with the 
underlying drumbeat of the earth, beneath the soil she was dug down into, hands and knees. 
Still, she shook her head no. 


“Whatever you say, pretty girl.” 


He dredged his cock into the viscous summer heat of her cunt, smearing all of its slickness 
around before angling downward to penetrate her. She was vice tight in this position, and 
their groans rose in concert into the night air, which teemed with insects, a loud hum, as he 
split her wide. 


“Fuck, that’s tight,” he hissed, fisting her ass cheeks, a clawed grip, using them as leverage to 
draw her back into the thrust, burrowing deeper. 


He shunted into her hard, the impact of his body driving into hers a full-body quake, like 
fault lines between them colliding. The meeting of their bodies had a gravitational pull strong 
enough to pull down the stars, in showers all around them. She was so fucking wet, so 
fucking full, just squelching in her own pleasure. 


“You feel so fucking good around my cock,” he grunted, biting out his appreciation through 
gritted teeth, his palm still so warm, firm against the back of her neck. “Can you come for 
me, baby? Get this cock nice and wet, so I can put it in your ass.” His thumb slid down 
between her cheeks, pressed its way into her ass, deep, as he fucked her. 


“Oh fuck,” she absolutely Jost it, coming with a full-body shudder like she would shake 
herself apart, the dirt beneath her cheek gone muddy with drool. 


He eased her through it with a final few thrusts, and she felt him pulling back, letting the final 
contractions of her cunt squeeze him free. Then, impossibly, he was tipping the blunt, fat 
head of his cock right up against where his thumb had been pressing into her. 


“Wait...” she bleated, surprised, “You’re not really...are you?” 


“Of course, malyshka,” he chuckled. ““You can take me here. You’!] take me wherever I tell 
you to. Isn’t that right?” 


A thrill ran through her, wracking her, making her shiver, hard, and not from the elements — 
he was really going to do it; he was going to open her ass up around his cock in this vineyard, 
and there was not a damn thing she could do about it. And she fucking wanted that, just about 
as much as she’d ever wanted anything. She wanted him to break her apart, wanted him to 
keep inventing new ways to rule her. 


“But it'll hurt, Sasha,” she simpered, anxious nonetheless as the prodding of his slick 
cockhead grew steadily more intentional. 


“Yes, sweet girl. It will,” he said. “But you like to hurt for me, don’t you?” 


A shudder pulled its slow way along her spine like each disc would slide out of its place. She 
did. She really fucking did. 


He coaxed her to bear down against him, to participate actively in this violation of all reason. 
Once his cock broached the entrance, just, he was able to press in deeper, forcefully deeper, 
until at last the large, flared head of his cock popped through that shy, tight ring of muscle, 
and then there was nothing she could possibly do to keep him out. 


He was so slick, but it was so wrong. The awful, bizarre edge of the stretch made her clench 
down around him hard, painfully, a squeezing pulse. He sucked in a wounded breath through 
his teeth. 


She gave herself over to the pain, her body blooming around him, and felt herself again yield 
to the inevitability, unfurling into the hurt. 


He pushed into her so deep her jaw hung open, so deep she convulsed, taking up fistfuls of 
earth, keening. The thickness of him deep in her belly was a strange, awkward weight, like 
she would carry him inside and give life to something new. 


He fucked her steadily, once her body had the give for it, plunging deep, his hips angled 
down against her ass. His body was restrained violence but his hands were poetry, smoothing 
her hair sweetly from the side of her face so that he could put his lips to her ear, a brush of 
rose petals, to tell her how well she was taking it, how good she felt, how much he fucking 
loved to watch her face when he was inside of her like this. 


She bit into the meat of her arm to stifle any of the wrecked, animal sounds he was driving 
out of her. Her cheeks were wet with plaintive tears, but she was speechless, gasping, going 
practically cross-eyed, totally overwhelmed by the overload of sensation. 


She feared she would capsize; that he might finally sink her. 


“You're a little anal whore, aren’t you?” he taunted her, wicked, taking up a fistful of her hair 
to yank her head back, to see her face, to watch the contortions of rapture and agony cross it 
in turn. “Are you gonna come for me, little girl? Huh? You gonna come while I fuck your 
ass?” he murmured, low, horrible. 


She cried out, ragged, gurgling, trying to buck her way out of his grasp on her hips as she 
came, empty pussy clenching on nothing, eyes rolling back in her head, head spinning wildly 
like she might totally lose consciousness under the milky swirl of the stars. 


“Atta girl,” he encouraged her, “Let it go, honey.” 


It was not the same, this orgasm, as the kind she’d have had with a cock in her cunt — one 
which would exhaust itself, eventually, leave her over-sensitive, nerve-endings sparking, 
needing at least a slight refractory period. This orgasm, instead, seemed to go on forever — 
cresting so high she couldn’t contain the sounds she was making, overwhelmed by the 
firestorm of sensation, then bottoming out, before climbing right back up to another pinnacle, 
impossibly, making her beg, and drool, and gasp. 


All as he continued fucking her ass, inexhaustible, like a piston, just plunging down into her 
very belly, gripping her hips as her pussy drooled, her inner thighs slick. 


She came apart again, sobbing, gushing between her legs, a burst of fluid like her pelvis was 
blowing itself apart, into smithereens, and he laughed, fucking her harder, holding her hips in 
place as she attempted to writhe out of her skin. There was nowhere to go, no escape from 
her body, from him. 


He rutted hard against her until his own orgasm dragged him down, milked him dry, left him 
in a full, blanketed collapse over her, breath huffing in humid pants against the back of her 
neck until he had the strength to lift himself free of her. 


He hovered over her a long while after it was done, just watching her, mesmerized as her 
body dripped him out, returning his seed to the earth. He so loved her conquered, loved her 
debased — could he have loved her whole, loved her invulnerable? Would they ever know? 


She stared down the row of vines, at their twisted, gnarled trunks and cordons, the spurs that 
might never bud. Life suspended in time; dormant. Hard to imagine that anything was really 
growing here. 


He helped her to her feet, draped his suit jacket in around her shoulders, and she pulled it in 
close — the hem fell nearly to her scuffed-up, dirty knees, long enough to disguise the ruin of 
her torn dress. 


She reached for him and he lifted her into his arms like a tuckered-out child at the end of a 
party, kept out past bedtime, her knees bracketing his waist. She lay her head down on his 
shoulder. He was her only refuge, her port in a storm, even when he embodied the storm. 


“T can’t live like this anymore,” she told him, soft, watching the moon at his back, sitting low 
on the tops of the trees, cradled, too. “It’s so miserable when you’re gone.” Maybe she really 
would be better off without him, totally divested, severed free. She’d almost survived it, the 
once, hadn’t she? Would tearing herself apart be the only chance of ever being whole? 


“IT know, milaya,” he reached up to pat her back, a soothing staccato. “I miss you too, you 
know. It’s agony to be away from you. But if you’re a good girl while I’m gone, we’ll plan a 
trip together, okay? Just the two of us. Totally unplugged.” 


“Our sailing trip?” she asked, just a speckle of hope, a distant star of it on the horizon. They 
could still be everything she had foolishly allowed herself to dream of — all they needed was 
the open water. 


She felt the rumble of his chuckle, his chest pressed to hers. ““We don’t need the sailing trip, 
now, do we? Why would you ever want to sail away from the life we have here?” 


She was silent for a while, nearly rocked asleep by the sway of his body as he carried her up 
the stairs, through their bedroom and into the ensuite, where he started the steam shower and 
they divested themselves of their ruined clothes. She studied their skin in silence, the way 
they wore their iniquities, now, on the outside, in dark streaks of earth. 


Under the shower spray, the nausea roiled in her gut, a seaward rocking sensation as she 
stared down at the drain, watching the dirty water and froth of soap carried away. Across 
from her, Aleksander soaped himself up, rinsed himself clean — new again. 


“T feel like I’m disappearing,” she finally said, voice pitifully tiny, almost drowned out totally 
by the hammer of the water against the tile. “Like I’m losing myself.” 


He turned to her, frowning, and pulled her in close, smoothing the wet strands of her hair out 
of her face, looking down into her eyes. She stared up at him through the beads of water that 
clung to her eyelashes, rendering his face misty around the edges, soft. 


“Maybe it’s time for us to start thinking about children, malyshka,” he said. “Maybe a baby 
would give you the purpose you’re looking for. What do you think, huh? Would you like me 
to put a baby inside you, love?” 


Her throat was so tight she couldn’t speak, like anaphylaxis setting in. He kissed her neck, 
her breasts, drew one of her thighs up around his hip, and when he pushed into her, hard, her 
womb ached. 


Alina woke in late afternoon, weary in her body and in her soul, the press of the sun high 
overhead against the drawn blackout shades of the windows, the faintest slivers of light 
creeping in across her in bed where she lay. Birds were thronging in the trees outside, 
warbling voices and harsh, crowing calls persistent and unrelenting. 


The opposite side of the bed had long since gone cold, the satin of the sheets leeching the 
sleeping fever from her skin as she rolled over into that emptied space. In the fugue of half- 
sleep, bitter tears burned at the back of her eyes like acid eating at the optic nerve, her throat 
painfully tight at the thought that he had gone, had /eft her, when she’d needed so desperately 
for him not to. 


It was far easier to be furious, to call up the poisonous flood of anger, acrid and familiar on 
the tongue. Fuck him, she thought. He thought he could just leave her? He had no idea. She 
would show him leaving. 


She dug through her nightstand drawer, pawing aside a bottle of water-based lubricant and a 
bright blue vibrator, an opened packet of Regal’ad candies and several empty wrappers, and 
the orange plastic bottle of her Xanax to find a stray joint and a lighter she’d squirreled away. 
She lit it and smoked it in bed, letting the ash and loose crumbs of the flower fall into the 
folds of the goosedown duvet. 


No more mellow or disturbed than at the day’s start, she called down to the kitchen to have 
someone sent out to fetch her McDonalds. She ate directly over her laptop, crinkly yellow- 
wrapped burger in one fist, showering crumbs across the keyboard, dripping ketchup onto the 
trackpad as she researched flights, planning a trip of her own. She had the numbers of 
Aleksander’s American Express committed to memory, typed them in one-handed while 
licking French fry salt from the fingers of the other. Hesitated only a moment before clicking 
“Complete Purchase.” 


In her closet, she dumped clothing into her suitcase with no real deliberation over the 
weather, or what outfits she might want to wear for which imagined occasions. It was more of 
a numbers game, of adequate selections from each category. She intended to be gone for 
awhile. 


After tossing toiletries into a plastic-lined packing cube, Alina near tore apart her bathroom 
looking for her packet of birth control, leaving drawers open, cosmetics spilling onto the rug, 
giving up and leaving the room empty handed after an expensive bottle of French perfume 
slipped through her fingers and shattered in the sink basin. 


Aleksander had been vehemently against her replacing her IUD with another if she was 
“unable to keep track of it,” totally unwilling to admit that he’d been the actual culprit in 
removing it, even after an extensive ultrasound had turned up no result. She hadn’t felt 
strongly about anything other than not getting pregnant, so she’d settled on taking the pill, 
though she was always forgetting it, or, apparently, in this case, misplacing it altogether. 


It didn’t really matter. She didn’t anticipate needing it anymore. 


As she called a car that evening to the airport, she thought about how this might really be it. 
Thought maybe she would leave him for good this time; maybe she would never come back. 
She’d tried several times, already, to divorce him, but maybe this would be the time it stuck. 


But another part of her, perhaps the stronger part, a poisoned part, piloted by some unseen 
corruption that had shot spores into her brain, colonizing her willpower, hoped that instead he 


would simply chase her down, that he would find her and draw her back into the quicksand of 
their love. 


After all, he always did. 
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